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“Let me pay for your clothes, Finn.”





“After all, you won’t even be wearing them that long,” Julia pointed out.


The salesman’s head jerked up like a puppet’s, making her realize how he’d misinterpreted her statement. She couldn’t resist.


“It’s not as if you haven’t earned them, sugar,” she drawled. “You’ve already exceeded the money-back satisfaction guarantee Madame Beauregard promised when I booked your services through the Yellow Pages.” Her finger trailed up his arm, which had gone rigid.


Finn signed the charge slip in a bold scrawl as black as his expression.


“That wasnot cute,” he ground out as they left the store.


“You have to admit that clerk’s expression was priceless.”


“You let the guy think I was a damn…gigolo!”


Julia’s smile encouraged him to see the bright side. “But at least he thinks you’re a verygood gigolo.”
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To Jay—

who never complains about living in a house

populated by imaginary people, taught himself to cook

so I don’t have to live on cereal while I’m deep in a book,

and is always there to point out the rainbow whenever

I begin fussing about storm clouds.

I love you.
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Washington, D.C.



Finn Callahan hated bad guys,criminal lawyers, bureaucrats and cockroaches. At least the bad guys had provided him with a livelihood as an FBI Special Agent for the past thirteen years. Why the good Lord had created the other three remained one of those universal mysteries, like how the ancient Egyptians built the pyramids or why it always rained right after you washed your truck.


“It’s not like I killed the guy,” he muttered. The way Finn saw it, a broken nose, some bruises and a few broken ribs didn’t begin to equal the crimes that scumbag serial killer had committed.


“Only because two agents, a Maryland state trooper and a court-appointed shrink managed to pull you off him before you could,” the woman behind the wide desk said. There was enough ice in her tone to coat Jupiter. Her black suit was unadorned; her champagne blond hair, cut nearly as short as his, barely reached the collar, and her jaw thrust toward him like a spear. Put her in dress blues and she could have appeared on a U.S. Marine recruiting poster.


“I’ve spent the past hour on the phone with Lawson’s lead attorney. Unsurprisingly, he wants to file assault and battery charges. And that’s just for starters. I’m attempting to convince him to allow us to handle the matter internally.”


Unpolished fingernails, trimmed short as a nun’s, tapped an irritated tattoo on the gleaming desktop.


Finn had no problem with women in the Bureau; he’d worked with several and would have trusted his life to them any day. Hell, even James Bond had gotten a woman boss when Judi Dench took over as M. Finn didn’t even have any problem with ice queens like Special Agent in Charge Lillian Jansen.


He did, however, have a Herculean problem with any SAC who wasn’t a stand-up guy. From the day she’d arrived from the New York field office, Jansen had proven herself to be far more interested in the politics of the job than in locking up criminals.


“It’s a helluva thing when an SAC takes the side of a sicko killer over one of her own men,” he muttered.


“Christ, Callahan,” the other man in the office warned. James Burke’s ruddy cheeks were the hue of ripe cherries, suggesting that Finn’s recent behavior hadn’t been good for his blood pressure problem. A faint white ring around his mouth was evidence he’d been chugging Maalox directly from the bottle again.


“You’re out of line, Special Agent,” Jansen snapped. “Again.”


Leaning back in the leather swivel chair, she dropped the sword that had been hanging over his head for the past forty-eight hours—ever since the killer it had taken Finn nearly three years to track through eight states had made the mistake of trying to escape from the hospital, just as Finn dropped by to see how the court-appointed psychiatric evaluation was going.


“I will, of course, have no choice but to turn this incident over to OPR.”


The Office of Professional Responsibility was the equivalent of a police force’s internal affairs bureau. Since many of its investigators possessed a guilty-until-proven-innocent attitude, a lot of agents tended to distrust the OPR right back.


The idea of being thrown to the wolves made Finn’s gut churn, but unwilling to allow Jansen to know she’d gotten beneath his skin, he forced his shoulders to relax, schooled his expression to a mask, and although it wasn’t easy, kept his mouth shut.


“You’re scheduled to be questioned tomorrow afternoon at three o’clock. You are, of course, entitled to be represented by legal counsel.”


“Now there’s an idea. Maybe I can get one of those worms making up Lawson’s legal dream team to represent me. Of course, the only problem with that idea is since Lawson’s a gazillionaire sicko with bucks out the kazoo, I doubt any of those scumbags would want to take on the case of a middle income cop who got pissed off at their client for raping and killing coeds.”


Ronald Lawson had murdered eight college women scattered across the country from California to Maryland. Finn’s recurring nightmare was that there were still more missing women he hadn’t yet discovered who could be linked to the guy.


“We would have had eleven victims if Callahan hadn’t gotten to Lawson’s house when he did and found those girls locked up in his basement.” A chain-smoker, Burke’s voice was as rough as a bad gravel road.


“That’s part of my problem.” Frustration sharpened the SAC’s brisk voice. “The Georgetown girl’s parents are close personal friends of the Attorney General. In fact, the AG and his wife are her godparents. They heard about Lawson’s attempted escape on the nightly news and are pressuring the AG to allow Callahan’s outrageous cowboy tactics to slide.”


Finn shot a sideways look at Burke, whose expression told him they were thinking the same thing. That perhaps he just should have put his gun barrel into the guy’s mouth and pulled the trigger in those midnight hours when they’d descended on Lawson’s Pontiac mansion. Every cop in the place would have sworn on a stack of bibles that deadly force had been absolutely justified.


He’d always been a by-the-book kind of guy, the type of FBI agent Efrem Zimbalist, Jr. had played on TV, but sometimes the laws protecting the bad guys really sucked.


“How about we come up with a compromise?” Burke suggested.


“What type of compromise do you have in mind?” Jansen asked.


“Callahan takes a leave of absence until this blows over. Say, two weeks.”


“That’s not enough time for damage control. Four weeks suspension,” she countered. “Without pay.”


Finn had been staring up at the ceiling, pretending disinterest in the negotiation. When he realized Burke wasn’t countering Jansen’s proposal, he shot the SAC a savage look.


“Fuck that.” He rubbed knuckles which had been bruised when they’d connected so satisfyingly with Lawson’s jaw.You are not , he instructed his itchy fist,going to screw this up worse by punching a hole through that damn trophy wall . A wall covered with photographs of SAC Lillian Jansen with seemingly every politician in town. “I’ll take my chances with OPR.”


“Dammit, Finn, it’s not that bad an offer.” Burke plowed a hand through thinning hair the color of a rusty Brillo pad. “You haven’t taken a real vacation in years. Go home, do some fishing, unwind, and when you come back all this shit will have blown over.”


They both knew it’d probably take another Hurricane Andrew to blow this particular shit pile away.


“If I were you, I’d take your squad supervisor’s advice.” Jansen folded her arms across the front of a jacket as black as her heart.


Finn suspected that not only was she enjoying this, she was just waiting for him to squirm.Not in this lifetime, his expression said.


Want to bet?hers said right back. “If this goes any further, my recommendation will be to terminate you.”


And she’d do it if it’d help her career. Hell, she’d probably run over her own dog if it’d get her a promotion to ADIC. Of course she didn’t actually have a dog; that would take some kind of personal commitment—and from what he’d seen, the woman was only committed to her swift climb up the Bureau’s political ladder.


“Two weeks.”Forget Hurricane Andrew . Finn needed a tornado to come sweeping out of Kansas, swoop down over K Street, and drop a damn house on Lillian Jansen.


“Four.” Her lips actually quirked a bit at the corners, hinting at the closest thing to a smile he’d witnessed since her heralded arrival from New York. She held out her hand, palm up. “And I’ll take your weapon and shield.”


Feeling Burke’s gaze on him, the silent plea to make nice radiating off his squad commander like a physical presence, Finn swallowed the frustration that rose like bile in his mouth, took his .40mm Glock from his shoulder holster and resisted, just barely, the urge to throw it onto her desk.


When he failed to manage the same restraint with his shield, all three pairs of eyes watched the leather case slide off the highly polished surface onto the carpet. Finn hoped Jansen would ask him to pick it up, so he could suggest where she could plant those thin, pale lips.


“Do you know the trouble with you, Callahan?”


“No. But I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”


“You’ve begun to believe your own press. There are those in the Bureau, including your former SAC, who may be impressed by your appearances onNightline and your dinners at the White House. But as far as I’m concerned, you have a very bad attitude toward authority. You also take your work personally.”


“And your point is?”


She glared at him with nearly as much contempt as he felt for her, then pressed a button on her intercom. “Please send in security to escort Special Agent Callahan out of the building.”


“I’ll do that,” Burke offered quickly. It was obvious he wanted to get Finn out of the office before things got worse.


“It’s not your job,” Jansen said.


“A superior stands by his men.” His tone clearly implied the SAC did not. If Jansen’s eyes were frost, Burke’s were flame.


Finn was willing to take the heat himself, but didn’t want to cause a longtime friend any more problems. Especially since he knew Burke had put a second mortgage on his Arlington house to pay for his three kids’ college tuition and couldn’t afford a disciplinary suspension.


“Jim, it’s okay.”


“The hell it is,” the older man shot back. “This whole mess stinks to high heaven.” He pinned the SAC with a hard look.


Clearly unwounded, she merely shrugged in return. “You have ten minutes,” she told Finn.


Finn turned on his heel with military precision, and had just opened the office door when she called his name. Glancing back over his shoulder, he imagined a black widow spider sitting in the center of her web.


“If I were you Callahan, I’d spend the next month sending out resumes. Because if and when you return, you’ll be transferred to another field office, where—if I have anything to say about it, and believe me, I do—you’ll be reassigned to desk duty.”


Oh, she was good. Coldly efficient, deadly accurate, hitting right on target. She knew he’d rather be gut shot than spend the rest of his career stuck in some dreary outpost, shuffling papers. Finn would bet his last grade increase that, instead of playing Barbie dolls and having pretend tea parties like other little girls, SAC Jansen had spent her childhood drowning kittens.


He heard Burke clear his throat, another less-than-subtle warning. But Finn refused to justify her threat with a response.


Since his work had always been his life, he didn’t have any hobbies, nor had he bothered to accumulate any superfluous stuff that might clutter up either his desk or his life. He cleaned a few personal effects from his desk and was out of the building in just under eight minutes.
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Los Angeles, California



The bedroom was bathedin a shimmering silver light. A sultry sax crooned from the stereo speakers hidden in the walls, a bottle of champagne nested in a sterling ice bucket beside the bed, and the warm glow of candles cast dancing shadows of a man and a woman against the walls.


“I dreamed about you,” the woman said. She went up on her toes, her arms twining around his neck. “Hot, deliciously wicked dreams.”


His hand fisted in her long auburn hair, pulling her head back to give his roving mouth access to her throat. “You’re not alone there, darlin’,” he drawled with the cadence of the Louisiana South. “I’ve been walking around with a hard-on since the moment you sashayed into that Vegas wedding chapel looking like a Hell’s Angel’s wet dream.”


Her low, breathless laugh vibrated with sexual excitement. Amanda had known the black micro-skirt and studded, shaped jacket worn with nothing but perfumed and powdered flesh underneath had been an outrageous thing to wear to a wedding. Especially when you were the maid of honor. But ithad been Las Vegas, and the minister marrying this man to her half sister was a decidedly untalented Elvis impersonator.


Two hours later, after a surfeit of champagne cocktails blended with a little Valium, the bride had passed out in the honeymoon suite while the maid of honor and groom were two floors below, screwing each other’s brains out.


Three weeks later, back in the mansion on River Road, they were still at it. “What is it about black leather that makes men so horny?” Amanda asked.


“It wasn’t the leather. It was you. Christ, I’ve never seen a woman who looked more ready to be laid. You were wet and hot and in heat. I’ve neverwanted a woman the way I wanted you. Hell, after banging you every chance we get, I still want you even more than I did that day.”


“Then take me,” she purred. “Now.”


“Now,” he agreed. Buttons scattered across the floor as he ripped open the scarlet-as-sin dress that fit as if it’d been sprayed onto her gleaming flesh, and dragged her down onto the bed.


Wrapping her legs around his hips, Amanda encouraged him with ragged gasps, breathless cries and earthy sexual suggestions. He peeled the dress off her slick body, revealing an ivory teddy that was a surprisingly innocent contrast to the dress lying in a crimson puddle on the carpet.


He left the bed only long enough to strip off his trousers, then chuckled as Amanda’s eyes widened at the huge bulge beneath his silk leopard printed bikini briefs. “See something you like, sweetheart?”


“There’s definitely a great deal to like,” she murmured.


He laughed appreciatively as he rolled her stockings down her legs, then used them to tie her wrists to the ebony bedposts.


Having recovered from her surprise, she gazed up at him, her green eyes limpid pools of desire. “There’s nothing I won’t do, Jared,” she said, her voice throaty with sex and sin. “Nothing I’ll say no to.”


His hand stroked her, exploring, arousing. Kneeling over her, he followed the hot path with his lips. Engrossed in the moment, in each other, neither heard the French doors opening.


“Well, I’d hoped my husband and sister would get along.” The icy British voice was like a splash of cold water on a blazing fire. “But don’t you two think you’re overdoing it a bit?”


“Vanessa!” The man leaped from the bed. “You weren’t due back from Cornwall until next week.”


“I found the country boring.” The heat in the woman’s eyes was a direct contrast to the chill in her voice. “Everyone tromping around in Wellies and shooting poor, defenseless birds out of the sky.”


Amanda sighed. Obviously the fun was over for tonight. “Well, I suppose I should be leaving.” Scenes with betrayed wives were so utterly boring. “Unless,” she suggested wickedly, “you’d care to join us, Van.”


A flush rose like a fever in the betrayed woman’s peaches-and-cream complexion. “You’re an amoral slut. Just like your mother. It’s no wonder Father divorced her and deserted you.”


“Sticks and stones,” Amanda drawled. “And for the record, our dear papa married your mother for the same reason your husband here married you. For your money.”


Both sisters ignored Jared’s stuttered attempt at a protest. Amanda’s accusation was true and all three people in the bedroom knew it.


“Since it appears you’re not going to take me up on my invitation, if one of you could just untie me—”


Jared Lee moved quickly to do just that, as if he couldn’t wait to get her out of his house, out of his life. But before he could untie the stubborn knot in the first stocking, his wife pulled a small but potentially deadly pistol from her Coach bag.


“Vanessa, what in God’s name do you think you’re doing?” he gasped.


“Isn’t it obvious, darling?” She pointed the gun at the most vulnerable part of his anatomy. “I’m going to ensure you never betray me with this cheap piece of trash again.”


He flinched and went ghost white. His hands instinctively dropped to his crotch. “You wouldn’t.”


“Jesus, Van,” Amanda complained. “I can’t believe you’re being so middle-class uptight about a little infidelity.”


Vanessa’s chin lifted. “Perhaps if you were to actually marry that man whose ring you’re wearing on your finger, sister dear, you’d understand my feelings better.” She shot a scathing glance at her husband. “Quit trembling, Jared.”


The injured wife was gone, replaced by the twenty-six-year-old CEO of Comfort Cottage Tea. “I believe, since I have use of them myself on occasion, I’ll let you keep your testicles. For now. So long as you keep them at home. Where they belong.”


“I promise, darling. This was just a small slip. I never planned to be unfaithful, but I was missing you so—”


“Don’t embarrass yourself further by lying,” she cut off his weak excuse.


He looked so desperate, Amanda was starting to feel sorrier for him than she did for herself. She, at least, was capable of standing on her own two feet. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been afraid of anyone or anything. Least of all this British bitch who’d bought herself an alcoholic Southern philanderer.


Finding the domestic drama increasingly tedious, she had just freed one wrist when the sound of a gunshot shattered the night and the smell of cordite overpowered the vanilla scent of the candle.


Pressing her hand against the lacy bodice of the bloodstained teddy, Amanda slumped back against the pillow.


Jared crumbled to the floor in a dead faint while his wife held the smoking pistol, a satisfied smile on her face as she looked down at her rival.


Silence descended. The candle sputtered out, plunging the room into darkness.


“Cut!” the director called out.


“Cut,” the first assistant director called out.


“It’s about time,” Julia Summers complained. “There’s a limit to how long a person can hold their breath, Randy.”


“You’re a professional, love.” Randy Hogan’s Australian strine bespoke outback roots. “I had every faith in you.”


“I may be a professional, but I’m not Houdini.” She tugged against the other stocking. “Could someone please untie me before my shoulder gives out?”


“Only if you’ll agree to let me take you out to dinner,” Shane Langley said.


A former baseball player who’d used his appearance as Mr. October on a Men of the Minor Leagues calendar to catapult him onto the cast of a daytime soap opera, he’d been asking Julia out since joining the cable network’s prime timeRiver Road cast three months ago. She’d been turning him down just as long.


“After what you did?”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Springing that damn porn movie prosthesis you got from the props department on me without any warning.”


“Surely you’re not talking about Mr. Happy?”


She shook her head as one of the prop women loosened the stocking. “Mr. Happy?”


“He’s aptly named.” He retrieved his slacks and pulled them up his legs. “Come home with me tonight and I’ll prove it.”


“Shane, it’s a good twelve inches long.”


“Avery good twelve inches.” Boyish dimples flashed in cheeks tanned surfer bronze. “That’s why women call him Mr. Happy.”


“You’re incorrigible.” Along with a loyal audience, Shane had brought his penchant for obnoxious practical jokes with him to prime time. TheRiver Road set hadn’t been the same since his arrival.


Finally freed, Julia left the bed and slipped into the silk robe that Audrey, the wardrobe mistress, was holding out to her. “I hope you and Mr. Happy have a lovely evening, but I’m exhausted. Besides, I need to study my Bond script tonight.”


As soon as this fifth season was wrapped up, she was going to Kathmandu to fulfill a childhood dream.


She’d been eight years old when her cousin had talked her into attending a 007 film festival in Santa Cruz. Watching Ursula Andress rise goddesslike from the sea inDr. No, and having been taught by her parents that no dreams were impossible, Julia had decided, on the spot, to grow up to be a Bond Girl. After she’d gotten a little older and had actually read the novels the movies were based on and realized they were fiction, her goal shifted frombecoming a Bond Girl to playing one in the movies.


Last month she’d beat out more than a hundred eager hopefuls, including Felissa Templeton, the actress who played Vanessa, for the role. Julia felt a little guilty about that, but Felissa had assured her that she was thrilled for Julia. When she’d added that she was far more interested in “serious work that will allow me to stretch as an actor,” Julia hadn’t bothered to take offense at the catty little dig.


“I’ve got an idea,” Shane said. “How about I drop by your house with a pizza? We can run through your lines together over a bottle of wine. Then we’ll take it from there and if you’re suddenly moved to have your way with me, I sure as hell won’t resist.”


Before she could turn him down again, Randy clapped his hands. “Before you all rush off, I have a surprise for you, boys and girls.” He paused for dramatic effect. “We’re ending this season on a four-hour two-parter that’ll be packaged as a TV miniseries and shown back-to-back on consecutive nights. And the budget’s been expanded to include a location shoot.”


“Where?” Shane asked.


“For how long?” Julia followed up.


“This time next week, we’ll be shooting in Blue Bayou, Louisiana.”


“Where is that? I’ve never heard of it,” Felissa Templeton said in a petulant tone far different from her character’s upper-class British accent.


“It’s a charming little hamlet in southern Louisiana. You’ll love it,” Randy assured her. “It’s very romantic, with mysterious dark water, fireflies flitting through the hanging Spanish moss—”


“Mosquitos, alligators, tropical heat,” Felissa cut him off, exchanging a look with Julia, who was equally unenthusiastic about this news.


“Don’t be so pessimistic. Wait until you see the house we’ll be using. As for how long,” he addressed Julia’s question, “depending on whether or not the weather cooperates, we’ll be there two weeks. Three tops.”


“Two weeks? But Amanda’s going to die. Why do you need me to come along?”


“She’s not exactly going to die.”


“Please don’t tell me we’re reprising the vampire plot from the first season.” It had taken two hours in makeup every day to prepare for her role as the lawyer-turned-vampire, until a mad scientist lover had invented a super sunscreen that allowed her to join the living once again.


“Don’t worry, love, you won’t be growing fangs again. But Warren’s come up with an exciting new twist in the story line. You’re going to love it.” He patted her cheek as if she were a five-year-old, then framed his hands in front of him. “I can see another Emmy gracing your mantel for this one.”


“I don’t have a mantel. Has Kendall seen it?”


“You know we don’t do anything without running it by the big guy. He loves it. Which is why he’s authorized the extra spending. After the last sweeps ratings, Warren can probably do whatever the fuck he wants.”


Warren Hyatt was a twenty-eight-year-old wunderkind who’d been lured away from the Sci-Fi channel. Julia liked him, even though his story lines tended to push the envelope even for the most fantastical soap opera. Since demographics had shown the off-the-wall stories had a huge appeal to younger viewers, his star was definitely on the rise.


“So what is this new story line?” she asked Warren who was leaning against a wall, clad in unpressed chinos and a polo shirt that had seen better days. He was madly scribbling on a yellow legal pad.


“It’s a surprise,” Randy broke in. “But don’t worry, love. We’ll get things wrapped up in time for you to take off for the dark side of the moon.”


“Kathmandu.”


He tipped down his Armani sunglasses and looked over the top of the dark lenses. “Do they getVariety there?”


“I strongly doubt it.”


“Any Starbucks?”


“Probably not.”


“How about Foster’s?”


“That’d probably be a no, as well.”


He shook his head and pushed the glasses back up. “Any place without Aussie beer,Variety or frappuchinos may as well be the dark side of the moon.”


This from a man who’d grown up in a place where people were outnumbered by kangaroos and poisonous snakes. Although technically her contract had three weeks left to run, Julia had hoped to wrap up her part in the next two days, since Vanessa had just put a bullet through Amanda’s heart.


“I don’t get it. If Amanda’s not going to die—”


“We’ll discuss it in more detail later over pasta,” Randy promised. “Kendall’s corporate jet is landing as I speak, and he wants to meet with all of you tonight, at La Roma.”


Julia rubbed at the headache that had just shot into her temples. Last year, Dwyers’ Diapers, the conglomerate that had ownedRiver Road, had been acquired in a hostile takeover by Atlantic Pharmaceuticals.


From day one, Charles Kendall, a senior vice president of Atlantic, hadn’t been able to resist sticking his unimaginative thumb into the series. After firing the show’s producer, he’d declared himself the new executive producer.


He was also an ass pincher and an advocate for bringing back the casting couch. Neither of those qualities endeared him to the female cast members, though Audrey, in wardrobe, had told Damien, Julia’s makeup man, that the script girl had seen one of the actors, Margot Madison, getting out of the back of Kendall’s stretch limo the last time he’d visited the studio.


“Her blouse was fastened wrong,” Damien had passed on with obvious relish. “And her hair looked as if she’d been in a wind tunnel.”


“That’s mildly intriguing. But none of our business.” Having been on the hurting side of gossip too many times in the past, Julia was not going to help grow false rumors.


“Audrey said the knees of her stockings were ripped. I’ll bet she’d been trying to blow her way into the bad girl slot that’ll open up if you leave.”


“WhenI leave,” Julia corrected. After her futile admonishment not to pass on tales, the increasingly exaggerated story had added grist to the ever-grindingRiver Road gossip mill for days.


Three more weeks, Julia reminded herself. Then she’d be off this soap opera merry-go-round, on her way to Nepal.
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After leaving his office,Finn stopped by his Crystal City apartment, which was as barren of personal effects as his desk, to pick up the suitcase he always kept packed and a stack of well-worn Ian Fleming paperbacks. Still fuming and wanting to get out of Dodge, he turned in his door and elevator keys to management, then left the building without a backward glance.


With Van Halen’s “Sinner’s Swing” screeching from the CD player, he headed his black Suburban southwest toward Louisiana, returning to the small bayou town he once couldn’t wait to escape.


Because like it or not, the sorry truth was that Finn Callahan, the hotshot Special Agent who’d earned a medal for valor in the field from one president and had dined at the White House with another, had nowhere else to go.
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Julia smelled them before she saw them. Dashing into her dressing room for a quick shower to wash off the fake blood, she was hit with a sweet, head-spinning scent. She stopped, stunned at the dozens of roses so darkly red as to be almost black, covering every flat surface, including the floor.


“Damn it, Shane, this is getting out of hand,” she muttered. Just last week he’d filled her dressing room with heart-shaped helium balloons. The week before that, it had been a gorilla-gram that turned out to be a Chippendale dancer beneath the furry uniform. The other women on the set had throughly enjoyed the show. Julia, who resented any time taken away from work these days, did not.


“Shane?” a voice asked from behind a towering arrangement that would have been perfect for a Mafia don’s funeral. “What makes you think it’s him?”


“Graham!” Julia was nonplussed to see the man whose marriage proposal she’d turned down six months ago. “What are you doing here?”


“I felt we left things unsettled. We need to talk.”


Be firm.You won’t do either of you any good by going back on a decision you know is right. “I believe we’re all talked out, Graham,” she said gently.


At least she was. She hadn’t ever intended to get involved with the British-born UCLA professor. Not seriously. And she still couldn’t quite figure out how they’d gone from having a glass of wine to him proposing marriage.


It had begun innocently enough after she’d spoken to Graham Sheffield’s class, when, surrounded by a subtle cloud of discreet aftershave, he’d walked her to her car—a snazzy BMW convertible Dwyers’ Diapers had presented her with afterRiver Road had led the ratings pack every week during its second successful season.


Accustomed to self-absorbed actor wannabes, Julia was flattered when Graham insisted on walking across an acre of melting parking lot asphalt to hear her opinion on why the bold strokes and rakish wit of the Bond films was only one of the reasons they’d led the marketplace during the 1960s and ’70s.


“I enjoyed your presentation a great deal, Julia. I know my class certainly benefited from hearing an insider’s view of the acting business.” His voice had been part Sean Connery, part Pierce Brosnan and totally 007. Julia could have listened to it forever. “It seems a shame to say goodbye,” he murmured.


When he casually plucked the door opener from her hand, she’d wondered if he was actually going to try to keep her from leaving. A moment later, she realized that he was merely intending to open the car door for her. He seemed to be a man of flawless manners.


Those manners didn’t prevent him from moving closer, until she was close enough to smell coffee and winter-green on his breath. “Are you doing anything this evening?”


Looking up into his eyes, which were the color of Hershey bars and possessed the adoring appeal of a cocker spaniel—two of her favorite things—Julia decided to forgo trying out the do-it-yourself bikini waxing kit she’d bought.


Over the next months he proved himself to be a man of taste, refinement and civility. Unfortunately, Julia had discovered that she was bored to tears by refinement and civility.


Their relationship hadn’t been a total loss, though. She had learned to brew a decent cup of Earl Grey tea.


“I’ve belatedly come to the conclusion that your going to Kathmandu for a few weeks might be a good thing for us,” he said now. “You know what they say about absence making the heart grow fonder.”


Of course, there was another little saying aboutout of sight, out of mind, which she chose not to bring up.


“Oh, Graham.” Julia sighed.


He was, beneath all that stuffy Oxford reserve, a nice man. And so sensitive. Too sensitive, she’d often thought, to succeed in the competitive world of Hollywood. He’d once admitted that he tended to take rejection too personally, which was why he’d opted to teach the craft of acting rather than attempt to establish a career of his own.


“Don’t worry, darling, I’m not going to rehash all the old arguments about why we’re perfect for one another.” His smile was as infinitely reasonable and patient as the man himself. It was also, she thought with a flash of pique, just a tad condescending. “I just wanted to give you a little going-away gift before you left town.”


“That’s very sweet of you. But this is hardly a little gift.” It looked as if a Rose Bowl float had blown up. Another thought occurred to her. “How did you get past security?”


“Bernie remembers we’re a couple.”Even if you don’t, his tone implied.


“Not anymore,” she tried again.


He appeared truly puzzled by her continued refusal to date a man many women would consider a great catch. Graham Sheffield was handsome, wealthy, worldly, and could, he’d informed her that first evening together, trace his family roots back to the English Tudors.


“Is there someone else? Shane Langley, perhaps? Is that why you assumed the roses were from him?”


“I only assumed that because he’s got a thing for practical jokes.” She told him about last week’s balloon incident, then, after assuring him that the only man in her life right now was James Bond, managed to ease him out the door.


She was in and out of the shower in record time, threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and ran to the parking lot, where her name, stenciled in white at her reserved slot, still gave her a secret thrill.


Bernie was in his usual spot in what was laughingly referred to as the guardhouse. At the sound of the BMW’s engine, he glanced up from his paperback. He grinned at her, his missing teeth giving him the look of a cotton-haired jack-o’-lantern. Julia waved. He’d been sitting in this booth since the days when people thought television would be a passing fad, so there was no point in trying to explain that he shouldn’t let anyone through the gates without the proper authority.


Besides, she knew how charmingly persuasive Graham could be, especially when he wanted something.


Her irritation about the upcoming location shoot and her discomfort at finding her former lover in her dressing room eased as Julia pulled into her driveway forty-five minutes later. Her robin’s egg blue bungalow, located on Venice Beach, was cozy and bright and gave her a front row seat at the continually entertaining scenery right outside her door.


The purity and simplicity of the Craftsman style also appealed to her aesthetic sense and was immensely soothing, especially for someone who’d grown up with beaded curtains, velvet beanbag chairs, crystals hanging from all the windows, and furniture carved from grapevines which, while earning her father more money than a respectable hippie should possess during that stage of his artistic career, had also been incredibly uncomfortable. Hence the beanbags.


She’d bleached the pine floors herself and painted the walls a cheery yellow that brightened in the morning to the hue of freshly churned butter. Now, at the end of the day, it was deepening with the rich gold and bronze colors of the sunset streaming into the living room from the French doors leading out to the beach.


Toeing off her sneakers, she began leafing through the mail. There was a water bill, which seemed to get higher every month, which she found a bit ironic since an entire ocean lay just outside her front door, a postcard reminding her of an upcoming teeth cleaning, and an official looking envelope assuring her that either she or someone named Martin Stevenson from Salt Lake City may have won a million dollars.


She tossed another postcard, inviting her to a preview of the Fall Color Extravaganza at Elizabeth Arden’s, onto the tile countertop. “Maybe I can get a makeover for when the Prize Patrol shows up at the door,” she murmured as she retrieved a bottle of white wine from the refrigerator. After pouring herself a glass, she took the rest of the mail out onto the postage-stamp size patio.


She discarded an offer for a preapproved new credit card, and put aside a book club announcement she’d need to respond to before leaving the country.


An impossibly gorgeous blonde wearing a bikini skimmed by on Rollerblades, deftly avoiding a collision with a Lycra-clad bicyclist, who nearly twisted his head off his neck watching her skate away in the opposite direction.


Lovers strolled along the beach, arms wrapped around each other, seemingly oblivious to the outside world; joggers ran along the hard-packed sand at the water’s edge. The tarot card readers were doing a brisk business, and the tide continued to ebb and flow as it had for eons.


But after pulling a photograph from the final envelope, Julia felt her world tilt on its axis.


The photo, computer printed onto inexpensive white copy paper, showed her lying against the pillows, a crimson bloodstain spreading across the bodice of an ivory silk teddy that clung to the tips of her breasts. Her eyes were closed.


Beneath the picture someone had typed:You make a stunningly beautiful corpse, Amanda, darling. Love and kisses from your #1 fan .


Puzzled how a photograph taken only a few hours ago could have gotten through the mail system so fast, Julia turned the envelope over. The blood drained from her head when she saw that it hadn’t been postmarked.


Which meant the photographer had been at her house. Even worse, since the scene where Vanessa shot Amanda had been the final one of the day, if Graham hadn’t held her up at the studio, she might have arrived home just as the photographer had been putting it through her mail slot.


She leaped to her feet. She scanned the beach, searching for…whom?


Several months ago, shortly after the beginning of the year, she’d begun receiving a flurry of letters from someone who declared himself her number-one fan. While they hadn’t overtly threatened her, they’d become more and more possessive sounding. Enough that she’d begun to lose sleep, waiting for what, she hadn’t really known. Which was what made the entire experience so unsettling.


Then, for some unfathomable reason, they’d suddenly stopped. Now, it looked like the letter writer was back.


There was a loud knock at her front door. Julia jumped and dropped her wine glass, which shattered into crystalline shards as it hit the stone patio.
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Twenty hoursand innumerable gallons of coffee after leaving D.C., Finn passed the blue and white sign welcoming visitors to Blue Bayou, Louisiana. Though the town and its people had changed dramatically since antebellum days, some things remained the same: according to the sign, the Rotary still met at Cajun Cal’s Country Café on Wednesday evenings and the Daughters of the Confederacy at the Blue Bayou museum and bookstore on Saturday mornings.


Gaslights still glowed along oak-lined, cobblestoned Gramercy Boulevard, the planters edging the brick sidewalk overflowed with early fall color, and at one end of the lushly green town square, the twin Gothic spires of the Church of the Holy Assumption lanced high into the sky. At the other end of the square a majestic Italianate courthouse boasted tall stone steps, gracefully arched windows, and lacy cast-iron pilasters. The courthouse had served as a hospital during the War Between the States, and if one knew where to look, it was possible to find minié balls still lodged in the woodwork. A red, white, and blue Acadian flag waved beneath the U.S. and state flags on a towering pole in front of the courthouse, and a bronze statue of one of Finn’s ancestors, war hero Captain Jackson Callahan, graced the lawn.


What had once been reported to be the largest flag in the state snapped in the breeze in front of the weathered, gray American Legion building, where military men had been shooting pool, sucking suds, and avoiding talking about the battles they’d fought since the War of 1812. Back when he’d been alive, Finn’s father, Big Jake Callahan, had marched as flag bearer with the veterans in the annual Fourth of July parade.


Marching behind the honor guard in his Boy Scout uniform, Finn had watched his father with a young boy’s pride and wondered how he’d ever measure up. Years later, there were still times when he secretly worried about that.


He turned the corner onto Royal Street, which boasted one of the state’s best rows of single-story antebellum offices, and pulled the Suburban up to the curb in front of the office withCallahan Construction written on the window in black script. Below that, in a smaller font, wasNate Callahan, mayor .


Finn wasn’t surprised his youngest brother had grown up to be a politician. Nate had, after all, been blessed with hismaman’s good looks and his daddy’s gregariousness. The combination had helped him win the award for selling the most Scoutarama tickets year after year.


Nor was it surprising he’d become a contractor. Back when they’d been kids, while his older big brothers were playing cops and robbers and having quick draw shootouts with cap pistols, Nate had been dragging home old boards he’d unearthed in the swamp, to build the jail.


Finn opened the door and walked inside.


“Well, look what the cat dragged in.” A blonde wearing a pink-and-white striped spandex top looked up from painting her fingernails. “Hey, Finn. We didn’t expect you back home so soon.”


“I didn’t expect to be back.” He glanced into the adjoining office, which was empty. “Where’s the tycoon?”


“Tycoon.” She snorted. “That’ll be the day. Your baby brother has always had this really warped idea that it’s more important to be happy than rich.”


Lorelei Fairchild and Nate had gone steady for a couple months back in high school; she’d strutted around in a sequined red, white and blue uniform and tasseled white boots, tossing her baton up in the air while his brother threw passes for the Blue Bayou Buccaneers football team.


She blew on her wet, glossy nails, then waggled them at him. “What do you think? It’s Passionate Pink.”


“It’s sure bright enough.” The color was like bubble gum blended into Pepto Bismol, but even Finn, who’d never claimed to understand the female mind, figured that wasn’t the answer Lorelei was looking for.


She held her hand out at arm’s length to observe it herself. “It is, isn’t it?”


“Is Nate around?”


“Sorry, sugar, you just missed him. He’s off gettin’ some old bricks to use out at Beau Soleil before all those people descend on the house.”


“I thought Jack and Dani were off on a belated honeymoon.”


“Oh, they surely are. Jack finished his book and sent it off to New York City last week. So, as we speak, the newlyweds are in Hawaii, basking in the sun, lounging around on the beach, drinking mai tais and eating passion fruit.” She sighed with dramatic envy and gazed out the window into the gathering darkness, as if imagining herself lying on some coral tropical beach.


“Why would people be coming to Beau Soleil if Jack and Dani aren’t there?” His brother had spent the past several months restoring the magnificent Greek Revival mansion that had once belonged to Danielle Dupree’s family.


“They’re from Hollywood.”


“So?”


“Didn’t Jack tell you?”


“If he had, I wouldn’t be asking, would I?”


Finn resisted the urge to grind his back molars. On the rare occasion he’d returned home over the years, he’d noticed with regretful nostalgia that the belles who’d wrapped themselves in clouds of floral femininity while flattering and flirting weren’t nearly as common as they’d been when he’d been growing up. A clever belle could charm a man around her manicured little finger, but trying to carry on a conversation with this female named for a mythical siren was flat out exhausting.


Her peppermint pink lips, perfectly matched to her fingernails, which in turn matched the stripes in her top, curved upward, revealing sparkling white beauty queen teeth. “Remember when Jack’s first book,The Death Dealer , was made into a movie?”


“Sure.” He also remembered Jack and the production company had taken some hits for violence for that one.


“Well, seems he made friends with this Hollywood director who needs a plantation house for location shooting here in Louisiana, and since Beau Soleil’s vacant, what with him and Dani in Kauai, and Holly and little Matt staying with Orèlia…he’s such a darling little boy, isn’t he? And Holly is just the sweetest thing.”


“They’re both great kids. Jack and Dani are lucky to have them.” Finn figured Tolstoy could have writtenWar and Peace in the time it was taking Lorelei to get around to letting him know where his other brother was. “So this Hollywood guy is filming a television show at Beau Soleil?”


“He surely is. And it’s none other thanRiver Road . Mama and I were just tickled pink when we heard that, because it’s our very favorite show. Why, we’ve never missed an episode. In fact, we have ourselves a bet about whose baby Amanda’s carrying. I think it’s Saxon’s, which makes the most sense since he’s her fiancé, but Mama insists she got pregnant the night her Jag broke down and she had to walk to that roadhouse to call for a tow truck, and ended up makin’ love on the pool table with the sexy bartender after the place closed. Winner has to buy the other lunch at the Neiman Marcus Café in New Orleans.”


She paused for a breath and eyed him speculatively. “You’re a detective. Which do you think? I’ve lost the last three bets and I’d dearly love for Mama to have to be the one to spring for the chicken salad this time.”


“Sorry. I can’t help you since I’ve never heard of the show.”


Morning glory blue eyes widened. “Gracious, darlin’, where on earth have you been? Why, I thought everyone and their dog watchedRiver Road . It does, after all, have international distribution.TV Guide says it’s a huge hit in France and Japan.”


“I’ve been a little busy.”Tracking down a stone cold killer.


“Well, it’s only been the hottest thing on television for the past five years. Shane Langley is even prettier than Brad Pitt. He plays the ne’er-do-well Southern rogue, Jared Jefferson Lee, who married Vanessa this season. Comfort Cottage Tea’s been in her family forever. Her daddy—who’s also Amanda’s daddy—died when he keeled over while playing tennis at his club. Some say he was murdered, which I suspect is going to be another story line next season. Or maybe they killed him off because Keith Peters, the actor who played him, didn’t get his contract renewed.


“Jared married Vanessa for her money. He used to be a lawyer, but lost his license to practice after he got caught embezzling funds from one of his clients to pay his gambling debts. Of course, he doesn’t really love Vanessa, and started sniffing after her half sister Amanda ever since they met at their wedding—Vanessa’s and Jared’s, not Jared’s and Amanda’s—so I think they’re going to have an affair.


“Which is really a good plot twist since, like I said, Amanda’s showing signs that she’s pregnant. She’s engaged to Saxon Elliott, the town doctor, and he’s a sweetheart, but he just isn’t hunk material like Jared. Why, every time that man walks into a room, my heart just goes pitterpat.” She tapped her fingers against her perky breasts.


“Havin’ them all here is going to be the most exciting thing Blue Bayou’s ever experienced. Mercy, everyone has just worked themselves into an absolute tizzy over it.”


The idea of the entire town of Blue Bayou worked into a tizzy was too much even for an FBI Special Agent to contemplate. Maybe he’d just lay in some groceries and hunker down out in the swamp until the Hollywood crew packed up and returned to Tinseltown.


“They’re hiring local people to be extras,” she continued breathlessly. “Mama and I are going to the tryouts. Mama’s got herself a new hat that she’s sure will help her get selected, but bless her heart, of course I’d never tell her to her face, but all those feathers make it look like a giant canary molted all over her head. I don’t think that’s exactly the look those TV people are going for.


“I’m hoping to get picked for one of the fancy dress ball scenes, but I can’t decide whether I should wear my Miss Crawfish Days tiara, or the one I won for being crowned Sweetheart of the Shrimp Fleet last year. The crawfish one is taller and more ornate, but I am partial to the Shrimp sweetheart because it’s more sparkly. Mama’s lobbying for the Sweet Potato Princess crown. Which do you think I should choose?”


Finn wasso in over his head here. “I haven’t any idea.” Inspiration struck. “What did Nate say?” If there was ever a man who knew the right thing to say to a woman, it was his baby brother.


“He suggested I go with the one that gave me the most confidence.”


“Sounds good to me. And Nate is where?”


“Oh, didn’t I tell you? Why, he’s down in Houma.”


“When do you expect him back?”


She shrugged. “Not for a couple days.”


“Do you know where he’s staying?”


Her pink lips turned down. “Sorry, hon.”


“That’s okay. Just give me his cell phone number.”


“Sure.” She glanced at a Post-it stuck on the monitor of her computer. As she read off the number, Finn wrote it down in the notebook he used for investigative notes. “But it’s not going to do you any good to call.”


“Why not?”


“Because he never turns it on. It frustrates folks no end, but he says if he turned it on, then people would call him.”


Hell. That definitely sounded like his laid-back baby brother. “I don’t suppose he happens to keep the keys to the camp here at the office?”


“You’re in luck, sugar; there’s an extra set in the top drawer of his desk.”


She tilted her teased cloud of pastel blond hair toward the adjoining office. “I’d get them for you, but—” she wagged her pink-tipped fingers at him again—“my nails are wet.”


 


Pressing a palm against her jackhammering heart, Julia went back inside the bungalow to answer the front door, locking the patio door behind her. Her breath escaped in a relieved whoosh as she viewed the familiar face on the other side of the peephole.


“Warren!” She flung open the door. “Come in! What a lovely surprise. Would you like some wine? I have a bottle of Chardonnay from that Sonoma Valley winery where we filmed the scene where Amanda pushed her grown stepdaughter into a vat of grapes.”


“I’d better not. I noticed this morning that I was looking a bit jaundiced, so I’m staying clear of alcohol until I can get a blood test to check for liver damage.”


River Road’s head writer was a card-carrying hypochondriac. Since his various life-threatening illnesses never impacted his work, everyone took his little neurosis in stride.


He’d been pitching film ideas to her for months, and been turned down each time, so he now seemed a bit puzzled by her enthusiasm. But apparently living by thecarpe diem bumper sticker he’d stuck onto the lid of his laptop, he decided to seize the moment.


“I really believe I’ve come up with the perfect vehicle for you this time, Julia. I hoped you might get a chance to read it on the flight to Louisiana.”


“Isn’t that a good idea,” she enthused, as if he’d just informed her he’d written both the Declaration of Independence andThe Great Gatsby since she’d seen him last. Taking his arm, she pulled him into the bungalow, closed the door behind him, and double locked it. “I’m dying to hear all about it!”


She flashed him her most delicious smile and hoped that this script would be a departure from his usual ideas, which invariably had her playing an exaggerated version of herRiver Road vixen role.


“I think you’ll like it. I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said, about my last story being too over the top.”


“Oh, I didn’t mean that in a bad way. Why, I’m sure an actress with a wider range could have handled it wonderfully.” She patted his arm. “I just didn’t believe I had the range to play a bisexual prostitute serial killer possessed by Satan.”


“You would have been terrific,” he insisted again. “But I decided your suggestion of playing against your soap image was a good idea. So I went back to the drawing board and came up with this cool woman-in-jeopardy script.”


“A woman in jeopardy?” Sirens sounded in her head as he held the slender stack of bound papers toward her.


“Yeah.” He grinned his pleasure at having come up with a new story he thought she’d accept. “In this one you’re a movie star being stalked by a crazy guy who’s confused your movie roles with real life and keeps sending you threatening letters.”


“A stalker?” This was not amusing.


“He’s an obsessive fan.” Since she still hadn’t taken the script from him, he turned to the first page. “It opens with the actress opening a letter and finding a photograph of herself in the shower.”


It wasn’t exactly the same as the “dead Amanda” shot, but close enough. Even as she told herself that she was overdramatizing a coincidence, Julia tightened her fingers around the dead bolt key, the way she’d learned in her self-defense class, and tried to convince herself that she’d have no compunction gouging Warren Hyatt’s smiling blue eyes out to save her life.
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The sight of the weather-bleached cypress camp—built planters’ style, on stilts—stirred long-forgotten memories. His father teaching him to check the traps, an uncle teaching him to cook, hanging out here with his brothers back in their teens, drooling over a stack ofPlayboy magazines and arguing whether they’d rather be stranded on a desert island with the pretty, peaches-and-cream sorority girls of the SEC, or the PAC 10’s sun-gilded beach bunnies.


There were also memories not as sweet. Like sneaking out here the night before his father’s funeral and getting tanked on the bottle of Jack Daniel’s he’d filched from the bottom drawer of the oak desk in the sheriff’s office.


Big Jake Callahan had kept the unopened bottle in the drawer as a reminder of his wild past and a daily test of the vow he’d made to quit drinking the day he’d proposed to Finn’s mother.


The Jack Black was the first and only thing Finn had ever stolen in his life, and guilt had roiled in his gut along with the whiskey, sorrow, and most of all fear of how he, now the eldest Callahan male in the family, could even think of filling his father’s size thirteen boots.


Finn pulled up next to the screened porch. Because of the constant conflict between water and land in this part of the country, there were times when the only way to the camp was by boat. Now there was a narrow, twisting road that Nate had recently graveled. Of course, one good storm and the road would turn right back into a waterway.


He unearthed the Spic and Span and spent the first thirty minutes cleaning the refrigerator, tossing out all the green mystery items he figured had been left behind after the bachelor party Jack had thrown for a friend a couple months ago. He put away the groceries he’d bought at the Cajun Market, where everyone had been eager to tell him all about the Hollywood people coming to town. Apparently Lorelei hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d said folks were in a tizzy.


Next he unpacked. Swept the floor. Changed the sheets on the moss-stuffed mattress, then poured some vinegar into a pan and used the classified section ofThe Times-Picayune to wash the windows.


Finally running out of domestic chores, he pulled the tab on a can of RC Cola, went out onto the porch, propped his feet up on the railing, and settled down to watch the lightning bugs. Cicadas were singing their high-pitched night song; bullfrogs croaked a bass accompaniment.


“So,” Finn said as night descended over the bayou, “what the hell am I going to do for the next three weeks and six days?”
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