

        

            

                

            

        




	



LOSING HER HOUSE WAS ONLY THE BEGINNING …


	



When Carson Abbott Mahoney’s house is blown up, she decides it’s time to disappear. She can’t go to the police because she is the primary suspect in the murder of her former husband. Meanwhile, Carson’s sister Cam is on the run from the West Virginia commune where she sought refuge as “Sister Leah,” but instead found horrors causing her to kill the leader. Like her sister, she is also paranoid about jail, a fear stretching back to when they were imprisoned as teens for their parents’ debts in a foreign country where raping female captives was considered a job perk. Cam chooses a desperate act that lands her at death’s door, while Carson discovers she is one of many LOOSE ENDS to be dealt with because of her former husband’s small, but significant, role in an assassination.


	 


	“Hello, Star,” said Cam. She whipped off the baseball cap and Groucho glasses. “Remember me?”


	“You —  I told you never to contact me. He” — she pointed back toward the house — “doesn’t know. I’ve got two kids now. You have to leave.”


	“I need help. You’re the only one I could think of who —”


	“That’s all in the past.” The woman drew Cam deeper into the shadows. “I tell you, he doesn’t know. Nobody knows. I don’t even use that name.”


	“Okay. Fine. I guess you don’t remember.”


	“I remember everything. I was a different person then. If he finds out . . .” Her shoulders slumped. “My kids. Please. Leave me alone.”


	“I wish I could, only I need money that would help me get out of here.”


	“Are the cops after you?”


	Cam shrugged. “It’s a mistake. You really don’t want to know the details.”


	“I can’t help you. I won’t be a part of this.” Star pointed toward the back gate. “You have to go.”


	 


	“Before you open Loose Ends, grip your hat firmly. Caroline Taylor expertly weaves multiple plot threads into a roller-coaster reading ride, twisty as a Slinky and unpredictable as a hurricane’s path.”—Karen Pullen, author of Cold Feet and Cold Heart


	“There’s nothing loose about Loose Ends. From the very first line, Caroline Taylor’s dark, zigzagging, and suspenseful narrative tightens the knot and doesn’t let up. You’ll want to devour it in one sitting.”—Louis Bayard, author of Mr. Timothy and The Pale Blue Eye 


	“This book takes the sisters Cam and Carson through one disaster after another as they jump from the frying pan into the fire and back again. Whether fleeing criminals or the police, these two never run out of ingenious, if dangerous, escape plans. Taylor’s few-notches-above-suspense plot keeps raising the bar with every chapter. Will they survive?”—Judy Hogan, author of the Penny Weaver mysteries and founding editor of Carolina Wren Press 
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	This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-945181-269) at quality book stores and online retailers.


	This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.


	Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.
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     “Necessity knows no law.”
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LOOSE ENDS














	 


	1. The End of the World 



	 


	The shoe sat there in plain sight on top of the low brick wall dividing her yard from the neighbor’s. All the man had to do was turn around, and he’d see it. But he was looking up the street toward Connecticut Avenue.


	From her hiding place, crouched beneath the neighbor’s azalea bushes, Carson stretched her arm out so far she thought it would come off. Grasping the loafer with her fingers, she snatched it out of sight. 


	He must have heard something, because he spun around, moonlight glinting off the gun in his hand. He seemed to be looking right at her. She held her breath, willing her trembling body to be still. He stood there for what seemed an eternity, waiting for signs of motion, any sound that would reveal her presence. His head swiveled back and forth, but the sidewalks were empty, the houses mostly dark, the street light illuminating the fire hydrant on the curb, all decked out in its Bicentennial makeover as a revolutionary patriot. Only deer or fox wandering up from Rock Creek Park to the east would be likely to catch his eye, although it was probably too early for them. 


	“Dammit,” he said, lowering the gun to his side. “What was that?”


	That was Carson Sue Abbott Mahoney forgetting about the rusty piece of weather stripping that always squeaked when the front door was opened. Please go away.


	Instead of leaving, though, he turned and went back into the house. Her house.


	She waited several minutes — or at least she hoped it was several minutes. She couldn’t see her watch. A light went on in the downstairs den that Ned had used for his office. She stood up, getting a good look at the guy as he picked up the telephone and punched in a number. Like the other men who surrounded her house the night before, he was dressed all in black. He removed the black watch cap to reveal a bullet-shaped head with gray stubble. His face was jowly, his lips pinched in a narrow line. If only she could see the color of his eyes or, better yet, hear what he was saying.


	Lowering herself to the ground, Carson slipped the loafer back onto her foot and clasped her arms around her knees. What was she going to do? Where could she go?


	A light rain began to fall, and she realized she had to find someplace dry. She slithered through the bushes toward the sidewalk leading to her neighbor’s front door. He wasn’t home. And, anyway, she wasn’t about to knock. For reasons she’d never bothered to articulate to herself or to Ned, she didn’t trust Oliver Dolan. A reclusive sort who ran a restaurant up the street on Connecticut, Dolan struck her as the sort of man who’d expect payback for any favors granted. It made her skin crawl, the way his gaze would travel over her whenever he saw her out in the backyard, gardening or sunbathing in the hammock. 


	She rounded the far corner of his house, a brick colonial with white trim, pretty much like hers — center hall, two stories and basement, three bedrooms, two baths, one-car attached garage, well-built but boring on the outside. Dolan had put up a wooden shed in his backyard. It was the kind you bought from one of those rural places out in the country selling dog houses, gazebos, and other kinds of outbuildings. Dolan hadn’t bothered to lock the shed, thank heavens. Carson had to practically bend over double to get through the door, and there was little room to turn around. Still, it would keep the rain off.


	The skittering sounds of hordes of insects greeted her when she opened the door. Oh, God. The place was full of crickets. Or snakes. Don’t even think about spiders. Sitting on a pile of damp patio cushions that reeked of mildew, goose bumps popped up on her arms as she tried to calm her racing pulse. Her breath came in short, panicky gasps as she tried to push the fear away. This is not jail; it’s just a shed. She reached for the door, her hand hesitating. What if he’d come back outside for a more thorough search? Brushing the crickets off her arms, she shuddered. Get out! Get out! You’re not locked in. She could leave anytime she wanted — anytime she thought it might be safe. But not now.


	How did a recently separated, and even more recently widowed, part-time graphic artist find herself cowering in a cricket-infested (please don’t let it be spiders) storage shed? All Carson knew was what she’d overheard the night before from her hiding place. “Where’s the goddamn bitch?” And, much later, after the sounds of them ransacking the place had subsided: “She’ll be back for the car.” Her car.


	It was a ten-year-old Mercedes-Benz 230 SL with low mileage and only a couple of dings, a gift from Ned. She should have sneaked out through the garage. She tried to picture herself tiptoeing down the stairs, racing down the hallway to the kitchen, skidding around the dinette set and through the door to the garage, pushing the opener, jumping into her car, starting the engine . . . Wouldn’t work. Bullet Head would have caught her.


	Okay. He’d give up eventually — even though it might mean spending the night with billions of crickets. And spiders. But Carson wasn’t locked in. She could leave. Then, she’d call the police. She’d have to find a phone first. But what would they do? Probably put her in jail — for her own security, they’d say. After all, Carson was their prime murder suspect.


	She couldn’t manage jail.


	So. Run away. To where? Certainly not Cammy. And her neighbor Julianne was in the midst of a month-long vacation, rolling across the length of Canada on a train. Even if she was here, she might not want to shelter a woman who’d just escaped a home invasion by five armed, black-clad thugs. Anyway, the police had made it clear she was to stay in town until they could either rule her in or out as the person responsible for her former husband’s untimely death.


	Opening her purse, Carson pawed through the junk to retrieve her wallet. She could feel a nice thick wad of bills, but they might be mostly ones, which wouldn’t get her very far at all. Her fingers brushed the ring of keys. House key. Car key. The key to the locker that held her secrets. She blew a breath out in relief. There was only one of those. Even Ned didn’t know about it. But somebody did. Unless . . . 


	Unless this had nothing to do with her past. She fingered the last key, the one to Julianne’s house. “I want you to have this, Carson,” she’d said, “just in case something happens, and I can’t reach my son.” Would it be breaking and entering if she’d been given the key? The bugs were in her hair! One was crawling up her leg, inside her jeans. Soon they’d be — 


	A blast of wind slammed into the shed door, throwing her backwards. It was followed by an earsplitting boom. The sky lit up. Even though she seemed to be deaf, she could feel heavy objects hitting the ground and the shed’s roof. She poked her head through the shed door just in time to see her entire house engulfed in flames.


	Only eleven hours ago, life had been so normal.


	 




 


	 


	 


	2. Monday, Monday 



	 


	The radio was blaring “Inna Gadda Da Vida,” as Carson carefully aligned the ruler tape with the edge of the triangle. She’d once won a bet at a party, dancing the whole seventeen minutes of that song with a guy whose name she couldn’t recall. He was nice, though — unlike Henry Orville, her client.


	“I want hairline rules between each column,” he’d said, after telling her she’d won the bid for the job. “They better be straight, too.”


	Of course, they’d be straight. This was a flyer (8 ½ x 11, black and PMS 342 green on 70# matte coated bright white stock, ten halftones, printed on two sides and folded in thirds for mailing, quantity TBD) advertising books for sale by the Ornamental Gardeners Association, The nonprofit, staffed mostly by Henry and his wife Myra, sold books mostly aimed at gardeners who were either bored with weeding and planting or who aspired to have their personal plot of land rival Versailles or, closer to home, Dumbarton Oaks. Glossy stock would not do.


	“We don’t want our members complaining about how much we’re spending on advertising,” Henry said.


	Oh, and call him when the camera-ready art was ready to go to the printer, “just so I can be sure it’s okay,” was how he’d put it.


	“You’ve asked for a blueline proof,” Carson told him.


	“Are you kidding? Changes at blueline stage cost an arm and a leg. And I’m not paying you a dime in overtime if you need to make changes.”


	Not if they’re your changes. Of course, she didn’t say that. But she would if it turned out Henry wanted to alter the wording of one of the book descriptions. (Oh, please, not. It would mean rush charges at General Type.) Most likely, Henry would decide to substitute a photo of one of the book covers. That could be managed easily, provided he had the photo with him and provided it was more or less the same, in terms of image size, as the other photos of book covers in the flyer.


	He might insist on a lighter shade of green for the second color, which she would try to talk him out of, saying it would make the blurb titles harder to read. 


	One time, he’d decided he wanted brown. “It’s the color of the earth we deal with, after all.”


	Some people think it looks like shit. “Henry, it’s too close to black. If we do that, some of your readers might not notice this is a two-color job. So, why pay for the extra color?”


	Henry often could be persuaded by an argument that involved money.


	“Why do you do this?” Ned asked her one day when they were still living in the same house. Carson was tearing around, trying to redo a brochure layout for the Friends of the Ferret. She had to finish in time for the last courier pickup of the day.


	“It pays well,” she replied, sliding the revised layout into a large envelope.


	“I doubt that,” he’d said, heading downstairs. “I’ll be in the basement. Call me when supper’s ready.”


	Ned wasn’t around anymore, which still gave Carson a pain from the unhealed hole in her heart. But at least she no longer had to interrupt her work to fix supper. Once, she’d forgotten to thaw the ground beef and had wound up making an omelet instead. This did not please her husband, who was quite tall with a football player’s build. 


	“We could go out if you’d rather,” she’d said when she saw the look on his face. 


	“Can’t. I’m busy.” Ned shoveled the eggs and bacon into his mouth, wiped it with the back of his hand, and then smirked at her. “So, honey. What’s for dinner?”


	Carson should have thrown her plate at him. But, back then, she still imagined they were a couple.


	She used the brayer to press the final hairline rule into place on Henry’s mechanical. Everything looked fine, although that didn’t mean he would agree. He’d make changes; he usually did. Most of the time, however, it was something he’d overlooked or had second thoughts about. She took a deep breath. The printer had to have the artwork, photos, and numbers for the final print run by noon tomorrow, or Henry’s delivery deadline would be missed. If she could meet with her client early tomorrow morning, she could probably (fingers crossed) get the corrected camera-ready art to the printer in time.  


	She was about to call Henry when she heard the thunk of a car door outside. Crossing to the open window, she peered down at the street below. There was a dirty white panel van parked right in front of the fire hydrant. Five men dressed in black, got out and stood there on the sidewalk, talking and gesturing. They all had guns. 


	Carson’s hand flew to her throat as three of them took off running toward the back of her house. The other two approached the front door, banging the knocker and ringing the bell at the same time.


	She punched in 9-1-1 and then realized help would not arrive soon enough. Even Iron Butterfly at the earsplitting level of sound she preferred when she was on deadline didn’t mask the sound of a window shattering somewhere downstairs. There was a loud bang as the front door slammed open, hitting the wall. Grabbing her purse, Carson headed for the stairs and then stopped. They were already down there. “Get the basement!” one of them yelled.


	Carson looked up at the ceiling outside the bedroom she used for an office. The attic would be dark and claustrophobic and probably infested with spiders. But what choice did she have? Grabbing the folding chair she used for clients, she dragged it into the hall and stood on it, just barely reaching the pull-down ladder. 


	“Upstairs!” Another man yelled. 


	Muscles screaming in effort, she hauled the chair up the ladder with it banging against every step. Throwing her purse onto the attic floor, she turned, yanking the ladder up behind her. The attic was pitch black and musty. She pinched her nose, trying to stifle a sneeze. Precious seconds were lost as she felt around the gritty floor for her purse. Then she crawled in the direction she figured was farthest from the attic entrance. She couldn’t seem to breathe, and her heart was fluttering like crazy. This was not the time to panic. This was not jail. Not. Not. Not.


	Finally, somebody shut the radio off. Carson could hear doors slamming and furniture being moved. Minutes crept into what seemed hours. Her eyes began to adjust to the darkness, and the fluttering sensation in her chest eased a bit. Why didn’t anybody seem to be trying to get to the attic? 


	Maybe they didn’t notice there was one. But who were they? And why were they armed? Did they think she had a gun? Or were these thugs after Ned? If so, that meant they thought he still lived here. Correction, they thought he still lived at all.


	 




 


	 


	 


	3. I’m Walking Beside You 



	 


	The prayer meeting had reached fever pitch, and Cam had to force herself not to cringe and cower. She’d found the Lord. She was washed in his love. She needed to show them just how much.


	Finally, the frenzy died down, and the congregants stood around, wiping the sweat from their brows. “Reverend Dean sure does get it goin’, don’t he?” said the woman standing next to Cam. She was in her forties with hair already turning gray. Her plain cotton dress was a faded blue, and her long sleeves were worn at the cuffs. If Dean noticed it, she’d be punished.


	“Walk back with me?” Cam said, taking hold of the woman’s hand. Delilah, was it? Or Deborah? She couldn’t remember.


	“Thank you, Sister Leah. It’s a bit dark out there, and I cain’t move so good right now.”


	As they crossed the field to the women’s house, Cam noticed the woman’s limp. “Did you twist an ankle, Sister?”


	She shook her head. “I deserved it, I s’pose.”


	“Deserved it?”


	The woman stopped, peering at Cam. “How long you been here, Sister? You mean you ain’t displeased the Reverend yet and felt the full force of his righteous wrath?”


	Cam swallowed. “I try to obey.”


	“As you should,” the woman said. “But sometimes lately . . .” Her voice trailed off, leaving Cam to wonder what she’d meant to say. “It ain’t nothin’, Sister. Nothin’ some prayin’ cain’t cure.”


	“I — ” Cam broke off. Trying to help the woman wouldn’t be worth the risk. If Delilah/Deborah was still in pain tomorrow, maybe she’d say something to Mother Margaret, although that would most likely go straight from her to Dean’s ear. If he thought one of his flock was complaining . . . Cam suppressed a shudder.


	“It is a mite cold now, ain’t it?” Delilah/Deborah laughed. “Fall has a way of comin’ on real quick. I suppose all that rapture during the service got us all het up, and now we’re payin’ the price.” 


	They reached the house, a long, barracks-like structure with rows of bedrooms separated only by a thin sheet of plywood. Cam followed the woman to her room. “Will you be all right now?” she asked. The narrow cot was neatly made up with a quilt full of cheery yellow and green squares. Deborah. That was her name. She was the one who taught quilting. 


	“Pray with me, won’t you, Sister?”


	Stifling a sigh, Cam helped Deborah down onto her knees and then joined her companion for what would probably consume another half hour or more. The women weren’t allowed prayer cushions, so they had to make the best of their long dresses, bunching them up to form a totally inadequate cushion for their knees. How the older women managed — 


	Oh. Why hadn’t she noticed that before? There were no older women. Mother Margaret was probably in her late thirties. Deborah was most likely even older. Strange. There were definitely older men, although most of them functioned like . . . Okay. Go ahead and think it. Deborah can’t read minds. They functioned like guards. No one ever left the Commune of Our Precious Lord Jesus. Well, not unless you counted dying. Then, you were called to the Lord. But no one was ever called back to the World Outside. 


	Not for the first time since joining the commune, Cam wondered if she’d taken on more than she could handle. If they ever found out . . .


	Luckily, there was only one person who knew what she was really up to. He could be trusted. Too bad, she didn’t feel the same about Carrie, but ever since her sister married that jerk Ned, Cam felt the distance between them widen to the point it was a yawning chasm. Yeah, the early stuff also probably had something to do with it — the drugs and the theft and that brief stint with the underground. She’d nearly gone to prison for that one, and goodie-good Carrie had freaked out big time, refusing to have anything to do with her criminal sister. Despite all the lies Cam had been telling for years, Carrie had strangely bought the religious conversion story. Her sister really believed that Cam, now known as Sister Leah, was a full-fledged member of the Commune of Our Precious Lord Jesus and would remain so until the Lord called her home. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	4. Gimme Shelter 



	 


	Carson had grown up with the adage drummed into her that Abbott women were resilient. However, there was little evidence of that as she made her way through backyards and alleys to safety. Tears pricked her eyes as she tried to order her jumbled thoughts. But she couldn’t seem to stop the visions of flames shooting from the windows of her house, the roof collapsing in on itself. There would be nothing left to salvage. No car. No house. No money. (The forty-five dollars in her wallet didn’t count.) Plus, somebody was out to kill her, and she seemed to be Suspect Numero Uno in her ex-husband’s death. 


	It was so unfair. He’d been severely beaten. An early morning jogger on the Mall had found his body floating in the Reflecting Pool at the base of the Lincoln Memorial. Roxanne, the bimbo he’d left Carson for and then married, had the perfect alibi, having gone to visit a sister who’d just delivered her first child. Carson had no such luck. She’d been home alone, as usual.


	“But I don’t know the first thing about guns,” she’d insisted to the detective who’d paid a call after Ned’s body was discovered. “And, anyway, guns are illegal in the District.”


	The detective just stared at her. “I understand your divorce was rather . . . bitter, shall we say?”


	“You betcha. The bastard was cheating on me.” That’s when Carson realized they thought they had a motive.


	“Look, it’s been over a year. If I wanted to — to do him harm, why wait so long?”


	The detective shrugged, handed her his card, and asked her not to leave town until they’d closed the case.


	But what was keeping her here now? No house. No car. Plus, she was also now unemployed, come to think of it. All the work she’d been doing for her various clients was burnt to a cinder. The tools of her trade — the drawing board, T-square, triangle, waxer, X-acto knives, sheets of press-type and amberlith, fine-point drawing pens, layout paper and board, brayer . . . All gone. She didn’t even have the rolodex that would help her call clients to deliver the bad news. It nearly made her laugh, wondering if maybe resilience meant focusing on the least urgent problem. 


	She took refuge in Julianne’s house, which was much larger than Carson’s and had a swimming pool, now covered, in the backyard. The steeply pitched roof and faux half-timbering gave it a Tudor look, but that’s where the resemblance ended. Whereas Carson’s house had been furnished in Ethan Allen classics, the inside of Julianne’s home was all blond wood and Scandinavian-style furniture with abstract art on the walls and bright scatter rugs on polished wood floors. Luckily the moon was out, shedding enough light through the lead-paned windows for her to make her way up the stairs to one of the guest bedrooms on the second floor. 


	With only the nightlight in the nearby guest bathroom to guide her, Carson took the usual precautions. Crossing the room, she opened the window nearest the bed and unlatched the screen so it would need only a small push. At home, she’d always had one of those emergency rope ladders placed near the window for a quick exit. She leaned out and looked down to find a straight drop to the brick patio. Then she looked up toward the roof, but there was no downspout or other handhold nearby that she could grasp to pull herself upward. Still, best to leave the window open.


	Pulling the X-acto knife out of her purse, Carson set it on the bedside table. Then she picked it up, carrying it with her into the bathroom where she indulged in a long, hot shower, washing her sooty hair with Julianne’s expensive shampoo. After locking the bedroom door, she wrestled a bureau in front of it to block entry. Then she crawled beneath the covers to sleep. The car was insured. Ditto the house. But was that true if you didn’t call the police and the insurance company right away? She sat up, reaching for the bedside telephone. But she couldn’t seem to make her fingers dial 9-1-1. They’d put her in jail. Jail was where — 


	No. That was all in the past. Anyway, nothing really awful had happened to her, though it had been mighty close. She’d never been sure about Cammy, considering how reckless her sister had become afterwards. She’d refused to share the details. Carson marked that moment as the one that pulled the two of them apart to the point that they were now virtual strangers. But still, that was . . . All. In. The. Past.


	The present was full of bogey-men out to get her and policemen convinced that Ned’s death was her doing. She’d call her lawyer in the morning. He’d know what to do. Although, what if he said, “Turn yourself in, Carson”? 


	She couldn’t do that. She also couldn’t seem to get to sleep. Shortly before dawn, she gave up and got out of bed. In the bathroom, she stared at the woman in the mirror. A quarter of a century old, with dark shadows beneath puffy eyes. Her hair, which was thick and straight and black with bluish highlights, had become a cowlicky mess after sleeping on it before it had dried. But her eyes were certainly a patriotic red white and blue, so in tune with this year being the Bicentennial of our nation’s founding. Carson wondered if Julianne had any eye drops, a spare toothbrush, aspirin. She rummaged through the drawers in the vanity but found only hotel soaps and a comb with missing teeth.


	The guest bedroom closet was full of Julianne’s winter clothes. She hadn’t yet made the switch from summer. Carson found a wrap-around knit dress, two sizes larger than what she usually wore. It was navy blue with a short wool jacket in a lighter shade but trimmed in navy. She would have to try to find a pair of pants at some point, but the dress would do until she could wash her filthy clothes, which were probably still harboring creepy crawlies. 


	The clock on the kitchen stove showed it was nearly ten to six. The fridge was empty of anything but condiments. The pantry had a box of raisin bran. She scooped out a handful and swallowed it dry while she tried to figure out how the coffee maker worked. As it became lighter, she would have to be careful not to be seen moving past any of the windows at the front of the house. She sat down to sip the hot coffee. 


	Brad Scott was a no-nonsense type of lawyer. He’d handled Carson’s divorce, deftly negotiating the settlement to ensure that she kept the house and the Mercedes. Ned was livid. Carson called Scott back in August when she began to suspect the police wanted to charge her with Ned’s murder. He basically told her the same thing the cops did. Don’t leave town. Don’t talk to any of Ned’s friends and especially not to Roxanne Snyder, the bimbo he’d left her for. In other words, keep her head down and her powder dry. It wasn’t hard to do, since she was guilty only of throwing a glass of wine at Ned when he announced he was leaving. Even then, she’d missed.


	At six, she switched on channel 9 for the local news, most of which seemed to involve a traffic tie-up on the beltway in Maryland. Then this, courtesy of Jaycee Hayward: “An explosion at a Chevy Chase house is under investigation by police and fire officials. The house burned to the ground, and there was also damage to the windows of houses on either side. It doesn’t appear that the owner was home at the time of the blast, which might have been caused by a gas leak.”


	It doesn’t appear? What a waffle-y way to put it. Carson kept her eyes glued to the television, switching to channels 4 and 7 to see if they had more information. Finally, back at channel 9, she caught the tail end of an update: “. . . say a body has been recovered from the wreckage of the home that exploded in Chevy Chase last evening. No further details are known at this point. Stay tuned to this channel for updates on the story.”


	A body. The thug with the gun? And there she’d been thinking he’d set the blast. Now, it appeared it really might have been a gas leak. She must call Scott.


	In the den, which was lined with floor-to-ceiling built-in teak bookcases, Carson closed the damask drapes before crossing the room to the desk. Julianne’s husband, Don, spent a lot of time in this room, going over paperwork from his business, which involved imports or exports, or perhaps both. The top of the desk was cleared of papers, holding only a leather blotter, a pen set, a small clock, and the telephone. It was now seven fifteen, still too early for Scott. In the drawer to the side, Carson found a yellow legal pad. She would write Julianne a note explaining her visit.


	There was a tiny chink, and she heard the front door open. Ducking into the well of the desk, Carson wondered if it might be the cleaning lady, in which case, she would have to get out immediately. Her heart jumped to her throat as she remembered her coffee mug, sitting on the kitchen table, surrounded by cereal flakes. Her purse was upstairs in plain view on the guest bedroom’s dresser. She would have to bluff her way through some kind of explanation. Crouching beneath Don’s desk wasn’t going to do much to help.


	The footsteps were heavy, though. More like a man’s. He seemed to be headed straight for the kitchen, and then Carson heard the sound of the garage door opening and the kitchen door shutting. She crept out and peeked between the folds of the drapes. A man about her age was backing Julianne’s car out. He closed the garage door and headed down the street. Of course. It must be Julianne’s son, Pete. She’d probably asked him to run her car a couple of times so the battery didn’t die.


	Carson made a dash for the kitchen, wondering if removing the coffee mug and the crumbs would only call attention to her presence. Fingers crossed that Pete was not the observant sort, she rinsed the mug out, placing it back its rack. Then she grabbed a paper towel and swept up the crumbs, throwing the towel into the trash beneath the sink. The grounds were still in the coffee maker, but she figured a guy probably wouldn’t bother to look. However, there was an excellent chance that, when Pete got back, he’d go through the house to check on things. She couldn’t risk it. Upstairs, Carson made up the bed she’d slept in, wiped out the sink in the bathroom, and straightened the towels. 


	Back downstairs, she was about to open the back door when she heard the garage door going up. Turning, she ran back up the stairs and into the guest bedroom closet, hiding herself behind a long garment bag storing gowns for formal affairs. Again, she wondered if that had been the smart move. She could have just waited for Pete, saying something like “Julianne wanted me to make sure she had coffee for when she gets back.” Well, too late.


	She heard his footsteps climbing the stairs and nearly lost track of him when he reached the carpeted hallway, except he was singing, “I can’t get no-o satisfaction . . .”


	Join the club, buddy. Pretty soon he clattered down the stairs and out the front door. Carson reached the window in time to see a black Mustang pull away from the curb. With a huge sigh, Carson threw herself back onto the bed. Dodged a bullet again. Only, there was something not quite — 


	Damn. He’d forgotten to close the garage door. She’d give him ten minutes. 


	But it only took two before she heard the key in the lock and Pete’s footsteps, followed by the sound of the garage door going down. “Shit, shit, shit,” he was saying as he strode back down the hall and out the front door, slamming it behind him, the key turning in the lock.


	It did make one think, though. The maid would be here at some point. Pete could come back any time he wanted. Maybe Julianne had also given keys to the people next door. So why hide from either of them or, for that matter, nosy neighbors? After all, Carson was Julianne’s friend. She didn’t have to explain her presence — although it would probably be better if she came up with some innocuous story like . . . 
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