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    Dedication




    For my tribe, particularly for those who love down to the last drop.




    We brutal ones need you more than you know.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Trent Buckney was pretty damn sure that he did much more than his fair share of drinking, until he walked into his favorite bar and saw how many folks were drunk as skunks at four on a Sunday afternoon.




    Windowless and painted ceiling-to-floor in cheap black paint, the slightly dank recesses of the Hold-Up Saloon teemed with the out-of-work, underpaid, and generally disgruntled residents of Bibb City, Georgia, or rather what used to be Bibb City before the Bibb cotton mill shut down and nearby Columbus absorbed their little community. The way he reckoned, no place with five hundred people in its peak census year had any right calling itself a city, but at least they’d been something nine years ago besides the place where the Georgia state line caved in to Alabama the Beautiful. At least he’d been something besides a man who ought to be on the run from justice but had nowhere to go.




    Sunlight illuminated his long, lanky frame when yet another acquaintance came in the front door. Trent crowded even closer into the corner behind the bar’s office door and knocked again. He tried to shrink his six-foot and white-as-a-sheet body into the general dimness of the Hold-Up. Probably he should have known better than to think he could go unnoticed anywhere amongst the remaining residents of Bibb City, most of whom had known Trent his entire twenty-nine years. That was exactly why he knew that when his sister showed up to high school in a new wheelchair, they’d all suspected he’d stolen it. He actually had bought it with stolen money, and a secret couldn’t be kept in a small town; it could only be concealed for a while. It certainly wasn’t a secret that he’d been working three jobs to support his mother and baby sister. Both of them were broken in ways that months’ worth of uninsured medical treatments had only halfway fixed. It wouldn’t be a secret much longer that he’d walked out of one job, showed up to the next with bloody knuckles, and then had gotten fired from them both. He just needed to keep that concealed for as long as it would take to talk Chris, the bar owner, into giving him an advance on a few hours of work, any kind of work.




    The curtains flickered across the window where Chris collected cover charges on the odd nights he could get a band. A smug son of a bitch, Chris kept Trent waiting a good while before he wrenched open the window’s sliding glass. “What?”




    “You got a minute?”




    Chris’s salt-and-pepper eyebrows receded toward his close-cropped and all-gray hairline. “For what?”




    “I need to talk to you.”




    “Uh-huh. How’s your Mama and Ginny?”




    Trent pursed his lips. Acting sorrowful wasn’t going to get him anything, whereas acting desperate might; Chris loved putting himself above the little people. “Ginny’s still a gimp. Mama’s getting around pretty good, just slow as molasses. Whatever happened inside her head ain’t healed yet.” He shrugged and waited for his eyes to drift off to that red place where they went when he felt pissed, but they didn’t. “I reckon it ain’t gonna.”




    “I’m sorry to hear that.”




    “I’m sorry to have to say it,” Trent automatically replied, even though feeling sorry, like feeling pissed, had worn out for him. “Be a lot easier to do inside your office.” He glanced toward the pool tables nearest the door. Sam Tatum had already noticed Trent standing in front of what looked like a closed window and seemed to think that Trent was talking to himself. “C’mon, Chris.”




    “I’m only hesitating because I know you want something, and I hope it ain’t money because I ain’t got none.” Still, he buzzed Trent through the metal office door.




    Trent tried not to flinch while Chris disdainfully took in the more tattered than usual uniform that Trent had been wearing since he’d lost track of who he was besides a provider. He lived in four sets of Dickies work shirts and pants, all the same shade of beige and splattered in tar from the one on-and-off job he had left with a Columbus roofing company. The uniform included living with bags under his aqua eyes, a mess of thick brown hair that always looked greasy and never looked cut, and scruff all over his jaw. It had been a good while since he’d had the time or money to look clean-cut the way his mother would have liked when he took his ladies to church on Sundays. It had been exactly four days since he’d been grateful he had the scruff to cover a developing scar dead center of his chin.




    “You’re losing weight, boy.” Chris averted his eyes from what was surely a man up to his eyeballs in distress, despite the bland expression Trent affected. “You want a burger? Kim’s making my dinner in the back as we speak.”




    “Thought you decided against turning this place into a bar and grill.” Trent couldn’t imagine the Hold-Up smelling like anything other than stale beer and cigarettes.




    “I changed my mind, now that Mae’s is going out of business,” Chris said of Bibb City’s one eat-in diner. “If things keep closing like this, pretty soon I’m gonna have to go to Columbus every time I want so much as a bar of soap to wash my ass. And on that note, how much do you want?” Chris scowled when Trent didn’t answer right away. “I don’t got time for you to play coy, boy. Still gotta set up the stage for the band tonight.”




    “It’s Sunday, though.”




    “Yeah, a little thing called a calendar alerted me to that fact this morning. How much do you want, Trent?”




    Trent’s hesitation came from honestly not knowing; he didn’t have it in him anymore to feel shame at being so obviously needy. He had to go home with enough to pick up his ladies’ prescriptions, but Chris’s open-ended offer had him also thinking about Ginny’s lunch money and next week’s light bill that he’d already planned to pay two days late. Trent didn’t want to take advantage of Chris’s generous spirit and treat his bar like a savings and loan. “As much as I can get in exchange for working here the rest of the month?”




    “I’m not giving you a job; I’m giving you a loan.” Chris put up his hand against Trent’s mouth, which had opened to protest. “I know you’re handy, but I pretty much got all the fixing covered.”




    “I could work nights.”




    “I already got a hostess too.”




    “Security?”




    “You barely rate a grown man, as skinny as you’ve gotten, and don’t think that hit-and-miss beard is hiding the baby face your Mama gave you. Lord knows Margie always had the prettiest strawberries-and-cream complexion.” Chris shook his head at Trent for having inherited the same. “You don’t look like you could stop a strong breeze, much less a fight.”




    It figured that keeping his shirt buttoned up and his ravaged knuckles in his pockets would give Trent no credit for the fight he’d recently been in. “I know how to throw a punch.” He laughed a little after Chris quirked a brow.




    “What’s so funny?”




    “Nothing.” Trent sputtered a laugh and wondered if he were going loony. Of the dark and obvious truth, he repeated, “Nothing’s funny at all.”




    Chris studied him before swiveling in his seat and bending toward a small safe under the desk. “Security ain’t about fighting; it’s about preventing fights.” Despite his two hundred and fifty or so pounds obscuring everything, Chris motioned for Trent to turn around before he punched in the safe’s code. A bank bag zipped open, and there was the wheeze of Chris straightening up. “Here’s two hundred. Take it,” he spat when Trent didn’t put out his hand, “then go sit your ass down at the bar, have a beer, and wait on that burger. I mean it. Don’t scowl at me.”




    Trent blinked. His lips hadn’t moved; his face hadn’t so much as twitched after that inappropriate laugh. “Can I work nights?”




    “You can work tonight, dragging the speaker stuff out of storage and up on stage. Need a sound check too. You still sing, don’t you?” He didn’t wait for Trent to answer. “I’m only making you eat so you don’t pass out on me.” Chris averted his eyes again and thrust the money forward at Trent, who hesitated for a moment before taking it. “Tell Margie I’m still waiting to take her out on that date.”




    “You asked her to the prom. You were ten, and she was sixteen,” Trent said in the just-the-facts way he’d been talking lately.




    “It’s never too late for love. Now get your scowling mug out of my office.”




    Out in the small foyer and on his way to do whatever would earn him the money shoved deep in his pocket, Trent caught his reflection in Chris’s sliding window. He paused to check for a scowl and found his features cast in plaster. Nothing was written on his face, but the blue hues in his chameleon eyes deepened to match his sunken feelings. Soon his eyes were so blue that they seemed like vacant pools in the darkness of the bar.




    Nine o’clock came before the band, scheduled to play at eight thirty, actually took the stage, and Trent was two beers into ten o’clock before he found the urge to go home. He didn’t really want to retire to the tiny rental house his family had on what was Bibb City’s wrong side of the tracks. Mostly, he was eager to avoid the too-loud and definitely tipsy sound of his friend Shane’s laughter pouring through the front door, but as had been the case before, it was hard to hide.




    “Hey, boy! Whatcha know good?” Shane beat a bruise into Trent’s shoulder, and hitched up the legs of his white painter’s coveralls before perching on the adjacent bar stool.




    “Nothing.” Though he didn’t want to talk, he knew it didn’t pay not to answer Shane who, like a puppy or a whore, would do destructive things to hold onto attention.




    “Nothing? You look worried.” Shane raked a hand over his sandy crew cut and shifted his wide brown eyes around the Hold-Up. He hushed his booming voice to a whisper that still cut halfway across the bar. “Last I heard, the fucker ain’t even regained consciousness. You ain’t got nothing to worry about.”




    Trent shot him a look. We had turned into you even faster than it had taken for them to hear the word manslaughter in conversation. Since the fucker in question hadn’t actually died yet, assault was probably the more appropriate term, and Trent wondered with dull interest whether Ginny’s wheels had earned him a misdemeanor or felony.




    “Keep your voice down.”




    “I’m just saying, if he’s in a coma, you’re free and clear. Hell, you cleaned his clock so fast maybe he didn’t even see who did it. Maybe he’s blind.” Shane slapped the back of his hand against Trent’s chest.




    “And I’m just saying shut your fucking trap, Shane. You’re drunk.”




    Shane laughed. “I’m always drunk.”




    They lapsed into a loose silence that was quickly broken by the band’s lead singer. The singer was dressed in black from his dyed hair to his leather bracelet, T-shirt, pants, and combat boots, a fact that had not given any edge at all to the series of Nickelback covers he’d performed for the crowd. Hell, Trent had sounded more raw begging the Lord for “Amazing Grace” at Shiloh Baptist that morning.




    “We’re gonna take a break,” the singer shouted over a smattering of applause, mostly from the girls in front of the stage at whom he’d winked all during the first set. “Ya’ll head to the bar and join us for a round. We’re headed to Atlanta tomorrow! Woo hoo!” He rolled his hips, seemingly for the girls’ benefit. “Got an appointment with Island Records. Yeah!”




    Trent noticed that the band didn’t look as excited about that as they should have.




    The singer continued, “C’mon and clap, somebody!”




    No one in the bar but the girls responded to his plea, probably because the singer had a high-class Savannah accent to match the shiny RV that he’d pulled up outside. Twenty minutes into downing the shots the girls had bought him at the bar, Savannah told Trent that he did indeed have a rich daddy who was bankrolling his artistic endeavors. Even his Atlanta appointment was the gift of a friend-of-a-friend-of-Daddy’s, which explained the rest of the band’s lack of enthusiasm.




    “They’re really after me. I got a couple of numbers I’ve been working on, in private,” Savannah slurred, long past the time when the second set should have begun. No one seemed to notice, not even Chris, which led Trent to believe that setting up the stage on a Sunday was all the bar had paid for the gig. Every word that Savannah spoke was sloppy and soaked in Jägermeister. He was sprawled all wrong across the bar, more like a junkie than a drunk. “Matter of fact, I’m gonna play a couple right now. Yeah! I’m going out and getting my 1959 Les Paul, and I’m taking you with me.”




    Both Trent and Shane snapped away from Savannah’s finger and toward each other; it took several perplexed looks for them to realize he was curling his finger at the one groupie who’d perched at the end of the bar behind them.




    “Island Records?” Shane spat literally onto the floor after Savannah left with his trophy in tow and apparently gave up on the second set completely. “You could sing circles around him on your worst day. Maybe you ought to go to Atlanta with him.”




    “You betcha,” Trent twanged sarcastically and watched the other three band members fail to respond to the loss of their leader.




    “You ought to at least take the guitar.”




    That was for damn sure. If Savannah really did have that ’59 Gibson, he didn’t even deserve the right to drop it into conversation, but there didn’t seem much point in stealing something that Trent knew he wouldn’t have the heart to sell. He wouldn’t mind taking a look at it, though—just because—so it was with an impish smile that Trent left Shane at the bar thinking that he was about to rob yet another loose-lipped fucker. Instead, he made it all the way to his ’99 Chevy Silverado without so much as glancing at the RV. Impish caved into the impassive expression that had earlier made his gaze seem vacant. Trent hadn’t been able to hold onto a warm thought for weeks; he constantly saw blue instead of red behind his eyes, an oozing licorice-blue that reminded him of day-old bruises.




    Bothering Savannah didn’t even occur to him until after the groupie tore out of the RV’s side door cussing long and loud. She was back in the bar before Trent found Savannah face down on the floor, clutching that beautiful ’59. Later on, Trent would tell himself that he’d been rescuing the Gibson, that Daddy’s Boy wouldn’t have made it to the audition anyway. Even later on, he’d realize that a man in his right mind would have rescued the boy from drowning in his own vomit.




    As it was, Trent didn’t see anything wrong with walking calmly back to his truck with a guitar and a business card that would open a door he’d never thought to see in his lifetime. He saw blue instead of right and wrong and felt nothing at all but an obligation to drop a hundred dollars by the house on his way up the road to Atlanta.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Extortion was a lot more nerve-wracking in practice than it was in theory. When Caroline Curran had hatched the plan to get her overdue songwriting royalties from her ex-boyfriend, Nez Peterson, she’d imagined slinking into his office in a badass black suit, snatching off a big pair of sunglasses, and shouting at him.




    Theoretically, Nez would have shaken in the Prada boots that his new girlfriend, a child bride who Caroline hatefully called Bratney, had bought him from the massive proceeds of her pop-starlet career. In reality, after Googling the legal definition of extortion, Caroline had settled on paying cash for a courier to deliver her demands to Nez’s office instead, with instructions for him to messenger the money back by the end of the day. She wasn’t mercenary so much as determined, mostly because she was not actually in possession of anything badass or any ability to slink.




    She hadn’t even asked for everything that he owed her. She’d started with a five-thousand-dollar show of good faith in exchange for the most recent of the sex tapes she’d found in their apartment before leaving his cheating behind. The oldest tapes, specifically one of Nez singing over a pink-frosted cake he’d made the day before Bratney’s eighteenth birthday, would stay locked in a safe deposit box until Caroline got every last penny of her $72,453.22. Eventually, though, she was going to give all the tapes back without showing them to anyone beforehand.




    The message was supposed to have been delivered to St. Peter Music Publishing at seven, in time to mix inconspicuously with the morning mail, and the four hours that Caroline spent staring at her cell phone since then had made her nuttier than usual. Knowing Nez, she figured he’d called Bratney first to ask if the note was a practical joke, and then he’d rushed in a panic to the enormous Buckhead apartment they’d shared to look high and low for the tapes. He was probably being short with his secretary, Tasha, right at that moment, refusing all calls while he sorted out any way his career would survive a statutory rape charge. Being a secretary herself, Caroline pulled out her day-planner and made a note to send Tasha some flowers when it was all over.




    She was just looking up the right arrangement for remorse when an incoming call hammered her eardrums. Nutty as she’d become, it took Caroline three rings to figure out whether to answer the office headset in her left ear or the personal headset in her right.




    “Jacqueline Goode’s office…No, she isn’t in. May I take a message?” Caroline’s gaze cut to the smoked glass doors right behind her desk, which was located in the front room of a small commercial suite. “She won’t be in until, uh, after lunch. May I take a message?”




    Jackie was in, but there was no telling when she would make that known to her clients. Despite being a bona fide entertainment lawyer, Jackie got by in the music world mostly on her former fashion model looks, her connections, and her amazing ability to remain aloof even when she was staring someone in the face. Typing the message in an electronic slip that would email straight to Jackie, Caroline sighed, feeling bad for lying (even on behalf of her boss and best friend since high school), then funny for being so provincial. She was, after all, an extortionist.




    Seconds after the caller disconnected, her eardrum jumped again, but Caroline didn’t pick up or even glance at her cell phone display. The ring tone of Rod Stewart’s “Da Ya Think I’m Sexy?” belonged only to her and Jackie’s mutual friend, Reyes. She couldn’t help but groan when the office phone shrilled as soon as her cell phone stopped. The only thing Reyes did better than smolder was hound her.




    “Jacqueline Goode’s office.”




    “Caroline, mi corazon,” Reyes sang with his smooth Texas twang.




    Her straight, black shoulder-length hair shaking as she cleared the ringing from her ears, Caroline mumbled, “What’s up, Rey-Rey?”




    “Of all the nicknames you picked up from Jacks, it had to be the one that I despise.” He drew out a silence that seemed filled with disdain. “I called to see if you’ve received the gift that I sent you.”




    Caroline’s eyebrows shot up. Reyes’s gifts usually were expensive and overwhelming, as befitted a senior executive at Island Records whose job description was granting dreams or crushing lives. His signature was as deadly a weapon as a smiting finger. “I know for a fact that I said no more gifts, Rey.”




    His smug smile carried over the line. “You said not to buy any gifts, a request to which I’ve adhered despite not actually signing off on it.”




    Whenever he put his perfect Princeton diction on her, Reyes was angling for a date.




    “Please, Rey. Don’t. I’m fine. It’s been weeks,” she said of the time that had passed since Reyes, of all of Nez’s important acquaintances, had taken her side in the aftermath of Bratney-gate. “I’m fine. You don’t have to keep being nice to me.”




    He chuckled. “Nice is a basket of muffins. What I’m sending you screams ulterior motive, querida, but which one is the question.”




    “I’ll just send it back.”




    “I think you’ll find that difficult to do. Call me back when you get it. Hasta.” Reyes hung up before Caroline could complain again. His timing, like the rest of him, was impeccable.




    Once again, the disconnection was immediately followed by another buzz from Jackie’s office, and Caroline’s lips pursed against the question that was coming. “Yes?”




    “Was that Reyes? What did he want?” Since Jackie and Reyes had met as teenage catalogue models, Jackie had been waiting for Reyes and his Texas charm to put her in the spotlight.




    “Uh, the usual. You know. Teasing me about Nez,” Caroline said after Jackie patiently waited for elaboration.




    “Teasing you how? What did he say?”




    “The usual, Jacks. ‘You want me to bankrupt him? You want me to drop him off in the middle of a Civil War reenactment and see what happens?’ He always calls to mess with me when he’s bored,” Caroline downplayed.




    Evidently pleased that friends still came before men, Jackie changed the subject. “Is Kit back with my sushi yet?”




    Caroline glanced at her watch. “No. You want me to call her?”




    “Nah, that’s all right. She’s still mad that I make her go for the lunch run when she’s the paralegal and you’re the secretary.”




    “You know you ought to quit that, Jacks.”




    “I’ll quit when she quits running up my phone bill. Make me an appointment for a manicure, please, ma’am, and call me when my food gets here.”




    The rest of the lunch hour counted down like a dripping faucet while Caroline waited for the two men in her life to come through. Nez’s hesitation was torture and kept her mind on whatever Reyes was sending, a much more pleasant thought than the possibility that the police might turn up instead of her money. When noon rolled around and brought with it a scruffy-faced boy who clearly wasn’t a cop, Caroline stifled a squeal of joy. Cooperation was a nice side dish to coercion.




    “Hi. Come in.” She watched him drag his feet through the office door in threadbare jeans and a tar-spattered shirt rolled up to his elbows. Caroline eyed the envelope he had in one hand and frowned slightly; she’d specified cash, and the package looked a little thin for five grand. Inclining her head just so, Caroline pointedly asked just above a whisper, “Can I help you with that?”




    “I’m Trent. Are you Caroline Curran?”




    He’d pronounced it “Kay-ruh-line,” like the Carolinas, but five times as country.




    “Carol. Lynn. Caroline.” She emphasized every consonant since being from Atlanta was only a step away from the stigma of being a Southerner. “Is that for me?”




    She regretted asking as soon as he stepped up to her desk and thrust the envelope forward between the busted fingers of a scabbed hand. Her breath caught, and her imagination went wild with the thought of Nez sending a redneck to assassinate her; the nutty part of Caroline’s heart regretted having had only kettle-cooked chips and Diet Coke for a last meal. Wariness widened her eyes, and noticeable revulsion swept across her pecan complexion.




    “Hey.” He put up one not-at-all-innocent-looking hand while the other dug in his pants pocket. “I came from Ray, uh…Reyes A. Bardem’s office, at Island Records,” he said as he read from the business card that he’d retrieved. “He told me to give this to you.” He eased the white envelope across her desk and backed up a couple steps.




    The mention of Reyes’s name didn’t do much to reduce the air of threat that lingered around the messenger; he stood too still and blank-faced, like a sociopath. Watching him for some tiny sign of what he was thinking, Caroline opened the envelope and found a birthday card, even though it was January and her birthday was in July. “Like a fine wine,” it said on the front. Inside, “You age gracefully with each passing year. Happy Birthday” was scratched out and replaced with “Here’s a little something to get you started on your new career,” penned in Reyes’s bold script. “Dinner Friday, seven o’clock? We’ll discuss that label you mentioned.”




    He had to be kidding. She’d mentioned having her own record label exactly once in a drunken rant on Jackie’s back porch at New Year’s. Caroline scanned the front and back of the card, then the envelope, but there was nothing else. She glanced at the messenger. “This is it?”




    “That’s what I’m wondering,” the man muttered as he glanced around the sparse office. His fingers moved to scratch the thick hair at the back of his neck. “You’re just a secretary?”




    She took umbrage at his tone. “Part-time, temporary secretary. And who are you?”




    “Nobody. I’m just here for the audition. I suppose I could get on with it, if you have a spare lying around.”




    Caroline’s lips pursed. “A spare what?”




    “Guitar? For the audition?” He licked his lips while she gaped at him. “I left mine behind in Reyes A. Bardem’s fancy-ass office.”




    “Can you just…one second,” Caroline mumbled as she held up one finger. Chunky-heeled boots clacking across the tile, she rushed to Kit’s office door only to find it locked. “Damn!” There was nowhere else to go but Jackie’s office or the hall, and she wasn’t quite comfortable with the idea of passing closely by Mr. Still Waters Run Deranged. Caroline speed-dialed Reyes as she knocked on Jackie’s door and went in.




    “Sushi time?” Jackie asked, while in Caroline’s cell phone headset Reyes brightly chimed, “Mi querida?”




    Caroline shut the office door and spun around to squint through the ash wood blinds. “You sent me a man?”




    “I sent you a singer,” Reyes coolly corrected. “And I apologize for the crap ninety-nine-cent birthday card; it was all that my assistant could scrounge up. You don’t age at all, Caroline.”




    He knew how to worm into her heart, now that birthdays carried a dreaded new weight since thirty-three-year-old Nez had taken the last of Caroline’s twenties and publicly dumped her at thirty-one the second Bratney turned legal.




    The scent of Dior perfume wafted off Jackie’s navy blue Jil Sander suit and onto Caroline’s shoulder. Bending to compensate for her seven-inch height advantage over her friend, Jackie squinted through the blinds and pressed her ear to the outside of Caroline’s headset. “Who is that?” she asked.




    “I don’t know.”




    “His name is…” Reyes continued, “Travis? Trucker? Something. But he has the voice that you’ve been looking for, Caroline, for your new songs.”




    “He looks like Hugh Jackman,” Jackie taunted.




    “No, he doesn’t,” Caroline said quickly, but not quickly enough to stop Reyes’s silent disapproval from filling the line.




    “Jacks,” Reyes said.




    Jackie declined to greet him. “Hugh Jackman. Seriously, he’s as hot as Wolverine.”




    That was difficult to dispute given the stubble and the electrified hair, but Caroline still tried to diffuse the flattering comparison. “Maybe if Wolverine had a younger brother who went to English prep school. Wolfy. He looks like Oliver Twist to me,” Caroline insisted, certain that she could hear Reyes grinding his perfect teeth.




    “Oliver Swirl, you mean, and I wouldn’t mind a scoop of that. How about it, C.C.? You, me, and the Wolverine make a banana split sundae with a cherry twist?”




    “Jackie,” Caroline reprimanded, knowing that her friend only wore her bisexuality on her sleeve when provoked.




    Reyes took the bait as usual; he cleared his throat, and it was like a pistol cocking. “Give him a try-out, querida. He’s perfect for your new pieces, and if you can get something polished to me, your label might be much closer than you think. We’ll discuss it at length over dinner Friday. Seven o’clock. I’ll send a car for you at six, since you insist on living way out in the sprawl. Un beso.” He hung up.




    Eyes shut, Caroline lamented the way that he and Jackie went to war when it would have been easier, for all of their sakes, if the two of them would just fall into bed to one-up each other’s perfection.




    “Oh, yeah! He asked me out for a pity dinner,” Caroline explained without turning to face her friend. She could already feel Jackie’s eyes boring into the side of her head.




    “Financing your record label doesn’t sound like pity to me,” Jackie replied.




    “Of course it is. I’m not starting a label.” Caroline choked back the hurt that accompanied fabulous Jacqueline not believing in her. “I can barely pay for my rental house, and you know I’d be living in an apartment if you hadn’t given me this part-time position.” She sometimes felt that appeasing Jackie was her full-time job.




    Thinking of Nez, she excused herself to the front office to check her cell phone, easily done with Jackie eager to distance herself from jealousy. Following the awkward trend of the morning, Nez of course had called while she’d been on the phone with Reyes.




    “Just a second,” she said to the stranger, who was now seated in the waiting area. She dialed Nez on her cell, and then thought better of it by the second ring, but it was too late to hang up and call from an anonymous line. She was going to have to work on her extortion skills.




    “C.C., have you lost your damn mind, trying to blackmail me?”




    Her throat inflamed to hear her nickname from his lips. “It’s Caroline. And the only thing I’ve lost is my royalties, which I want back.”




    “You ain’t getting nothing from me.”




    “Oh, I think I will, unless you want to play a game of Jeopardy with ‘Phrases That Start with Statutory.’” She heard him choke. “That was real cute, what you and Milan”—which absurdly was Bratney’s real name—“did with the cake frosting. If I’d known you were that nasty, I would’ve—” But she wouldn’t have and didn’t need to start back down the road of wondering what she’d done wrong to lose Nez Peterson’s trifling behind to a child. “I would’ve been more careful with my copyright assignments. I wouldn’t have let you shortchange me, Nez.”




    “You’re still on that? C.C., I let you clean out my place when you left, and did I say a word? Had to be at least twenty-five grand worth of guitars and shit, then—”




    “I know—”




    “—took the damn piano? I let you tear the frame out of my sliding glass doors to move that piano out of here. Between that and clothes alone—”




    “I know, Nez! I know I’m not a megabucks marketing franchise like Milan Taylor!” Admitting as much hurt worse than everything else. Hands shaking and teeth tight, Caroline primly continued, “Which is why I tallied up the value of everything you did for me for two years, less depreciation, and”—she said over his bellow of protest—“credited your account. You still owe me.”




    “Not seventy thousand dollars, C.C.”




    “Caroline!” She had to bite her lip to quell the bitter and barking tone that time. “I’ll expect that messenger by the end of the day.”




    “Oh, you can expect something, all right.”




    “You’ll be sorry if you come anywhere near me, Nez,” Caroline threatened, though there really wasn’t much that she could do in that event except to call Reyes. She’d put herself outside of police protection, and suddenly the idea of Nez’s wrath sweeping the office like a squall dried out her mouth. Extortion was a stomach-turning business.
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    Across the desk and in the corner of the suite where the chairs were, Trent sat silent and watched Caroline Curran’s round, brown eyes pitch toward some invisible horizon and widen to the size of half-dollars. She’d apparently forgotten he was there; there was no way she would have meant for him to hear that bout between her and whomever, not when she’d almost doubled over under the desk trying to keep the lady in the office from hearing. He’d seen them sizing him up from behind the blinds moments earlier and had almost walked out right then. Caroline Curran clearly wasn’t a big-time melody maker, and Trent was losing money just sitting there dreaming about all the things that a record deal would fix. He didn’t want much really, just to pay off the hospital bills, start a loan on a new house to replace the one his Mama had given up, and maybe get his Chevy a paint job. Unfortunately, that little list didn’t explain why in the back of his mind, during the hour that he’d spent trying to make himself drive back to Bibb City, he’d day-dreamed of strumming his fingers across that Les Paul just one more time.




    “Oh my God!”




    Knowing that exclamation was meant for him, Trent stood up from the chair and crossed the room to Caroline. “Listen—”




    “I’m so sorry,” she said from behind her hands covering her face. She pulled them away from the deep raspberry stains in her cheeks that matched her sweater dress. “I totally forgot about you. Sorry.”




    Trent blinked. Her courtesy was a long way from the terror she’d shown him earlier. “Well, I’m sorry about your, uh, situation. It sounds real nasty.” His lips moved toward what he hoped was a sympathetic grin. “But I gotta know if there’s any paying gigs in me being here, or if this is just something your boyfriend Bardem cooked up to entertain you.”




    “He’s not my boyfriend.”




    Trent quirked a brow. “You betcha.” His disbelieving tone seemed to irritate her.




    Caroline lifted her chin. “What did you do?”




    “What?”




    “Reyes is a good judge of talent. If you were any good, he would have kept you for himself, unless you did something to piss him off.”




    “I sing circles around good.” He didn’t address how he’d lied his way into Reyes’s office, for fear the truth would break the tightrope he was walking.




    “You play, huh? Acoustic or electric?”




    “Both.”




    “You have a piece ready to audition?”




    “For you? ’Cause you don’t exactly look like you sign the checks around here.”




    “This is just a temporary job. I’m a songwriter, for your information, uh…”




    “Trent.”




    “Right.” She licked her lips. “I’m new on the music scene, but I have backers. You met Reyes. He’s behind me one hundred percent.”




    “You betcha.”




    Her faux nonchalance didn’t fool Trent, but he didn’t call her bluff either. He really didn’t have anywhere else to go that would be an improvement on the company of a nutty little lady whose tight pink dress made it look like she was smuggling honeydew melons in her underwear.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    After she sat in her car in front of her house for ten minutes, while Trent sat in his truck and watched her, Caroline felt sure that he’d become just as wary of her as she was of him.




    On the phone with Reyes, she explained that she hadn’t intended to take him home with her. “I tried to return him to your office. Where were you?” She made a face when Reyes put her on hold. Caroline crossed her eyes, jabbed her fingers between her eyebrows, and emitted a hollow whistle like she’d drilled into her head and found nothing there.




    Behind her, Trent stuck his head out of his window and craned his neck to eyeball her.




    “Ugh!” Her fingertip tapped a hole into her skull while she waited for Reyes to come back on the line.




    “Sorry, querida. That was the singer that Trent impersonated.”




    “He pretended to be someone else?” Caroline asked. Reyes elaborated on the circumstances of Trent’s appearance that morning, and she tried not to panic. It had occurred to her, unfortunately only after she’d driven across Atlanta and halfway to her home in the urban sprawl, that she hadn’t told Trent not to follow her further than Reyes’s office building. She glanced at her car mirror and saw Trent staring at her. His not being a redneck assassin didn’t mean that he wasn’t a redneck at all. “And you thought the best thing to do with an impostor was to send him to me?”




    “I only do one favor a day, and I still have to fake an interest in Whitmore’s son whenever he shows up, but the risk that the hillbilly took amused me and seemed worth rewarding.”




    Caroline’s hand switched from worrying her brow to slapping her lips. “He is a hillbilly, isn’t he? I knew it.”




    Reyes chuckled. “You sound terrified.”




    “Shouldn’t I be? Didn’t you see his hands?”




    “Hadn’t noticed them. Why?”




    “Either he shape-shifts into a knuckle-dragging Neanderthal at night, or he’s been in a fight recently,” Caroline said, her fingertips moving back to her brow and then down the bridge of her nose as though to hide the concern in her eyes from Trent, who’d stuck his shaggy head out the window again.




    “Why would he have to shape-shift into what he already is?” Reyes laughed, but she didn’t. “I won’t have you uncomfortable, Caroline, but I know that you won’t just kick him out. Tell him that I’ve summoned him, and I’ll deal with it when I get back from this late lunch with Janet.”




    “Jackson?”




    Reyes laughed again. “If you like, I can call security and have him escorted out of your office.”




    “Well, I’m not exactly in the office anymore; that’s why I called you.” She slumped down in her seat, away from Trent’s prying eyes. “I might have let him follow me home.”




    “Tonta. Why, Caroline?”




    “It was an accident! I could blame you, since you sent him to me to audition for a music company that I don’t even have. Now that he’s here, I have to listen at least.” Caroline bit her lip.




    “Wait for me. I’ll come over. You shouldn’t be alone with a man in your house.”




    Caroline snorted. She hadn’t had a man over in so long that it would probably be a nice change of pace. “No, don’t bother. It’s an hour drive from downtown. I can’t stall him that long. I’ll handle it.”




    “Really?”




    His dubious tone annoyed her. “Yes! I don’t need a babysitter, thank you very much.”




    Reyes poured an aching “Querida” down the line. “At least allow me to check on you later, to make sure that you’ve eaten and that you’re still alive.” He chuckled, and Caroline did too, nervously. “I only wanted to please you with this, Caroline, so promise to call me if he upsets you in any way, okay?”




    And once again, Reyes was a prince among men.




    “Okay.”




    Of course, even Machiavelli had probably been charming.




    Once off the phone, Caroline climbed out of her Jetta and heard the door of Trent’s truck squawk before she made it around her hood to the mailbox. Three days’ worth of mail filled her arms, and a couple of magazines shielded her chest when she turned to Trent.




    “Sorry about that. It was, um, important.”




    All of the lashes around his eyes didn’t make his gaze any less penetrating. “You betcha.”




    “Well, this is my house, temporarily.” Caroline waved one hand toward the small, red brick structure that stood in a sea of dead sod. Trent nodded. “Not that I don’t know the neighbors. We’re all very, very close. The walls are paper thin; they can hear everything.”




    The warning in her tone might’ve carried weight had there been more than four houses sparsely situated on her tiny street way in the back of the obviously new Sturbridge housing development. She lived in a cul-de-sac only because the street abruptly ended where the woods began, right at the end of her lot, which put Trent just a few feet from a good place to hide a body.




    “Noises echo off of the woods too. I can hear leaves falling in my sleep.” She realized too late how little sense that made. Caroline waited until she’d spun around to cross her eyes in an admission of stupidity, and then she led Trent up the concrete walk to her two-bedroom rental.




    The living room into which they stepped was huge, yet, notwithstanding the twelve-foot ceiling and row of skylight windows across the right wall, the house was unimpressive. An eggshell-colored partial wall on the same side as the skylight blocked off the kitchen and what there was of a dining area. An archway in the left wall, also matte and white, led to the one bathroom, her bedroom, and another much smaller bedroom in which she stored the living room furniture that had made way for a Kawai upright piano and the assorted instruments she’d liberated from Nez. Two Fender Stratocasters, their amplifiers, and speakers were usually kept covered right in front of the fireplace that she never used, as well as a vintage Lyon & Healy four-string teardrop tenor. On stands sat a Dobro resonator guitar, a pretty Seagull acoustic, and a six-string Robert Johnson “signed” Gibson, the last two being her song-writing weapons of choice along with the piano, near which a no-frills keyboard sat neglected.




    “You play slide guitar?”




    Caroline whipped around, one eyebrow up. As devoid of emotion as his conversation had been so far, the disbelief in Trent’s tone hit like a slap in the face. “Well, I’m not using it for a coat rack,” she said of the Dobro resonator.




    “Doesn’t look like you use much of anything at all.”




    She followed his gaze around the living room and the visible bit of the kitchen and noted, as Trent had, that there was nothing to see but a low, brown suede couch, a small table, and a floor lamp. There was no television, nor were there pictures, papers, or random articles of clothing. Even the kitchen counters were bare but for a chrome paper towel holder.




    “Your boyfriend must not let you make the trek from the city a lot,” Trent continued, “’cause it’s as still as a graveyard in here.”




    “He’s not my boyfriend.” For the second time in five minutes, the idea of her corpse came to mind. And for the second time that day, she found Trent staring at her in an almost sly way, probably because her protests implied she was either lying about Reyes or wanting him to know that she was single. Her eyes crossed in a way that was kind of painful. “It’s just that I recently moved in here, and I hate living alone, so I hang out late with Jacks a lot. It’s like a hotel. I only sleep here.”




    “Jack?”




    “Jacks, or Jackie. It’s a girl,” Caroline explained and bit her lip against the certainty that she was digging herself in deeper. “Uh, why don’t we do your try-out?” She side-stepped into the kitchen and dumped the mail on the white tiled counter. “I try not to play between three and five when Sheila’s twins are down for their nap. That’s my neighbor, Sheila. She’s home all afternoon after she picks them up from preschool. She and her husband Nelson live right next door.”




    “And they hear it all. Paper thin walls.”




    He hadn’t moved from standing in the living room with his hands in his pockets, but Caroline’s eyes narrowed, unsure whether he was on to her. “Right. So pick a guitar and warm up.”




    “Mind if I use the phone first? I need to check in with my sister.”




    Caroline pulled out her cell phone, the only means she had of calling Reyes to come to her rescue. “You should stay in the kitchen. It doesn’t get good reception anywhere else.”




    “You got a land-line I can use?”




    “No, sorry.” Biting her lip, she handed over her phone, and reluctantly retreated to the far end of the counter. Caroline sorted through the mail, but kept her eye on him.
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    Tight-lipped at the lack of privacy, Trent retreated to the far corner of Caroline’s kitchen in front of a short, white refrigerator. He dialed his sister, who, like the twins next door, should have been out of school by then, but his home phone number rang an alarming five times before she picked up.




    “Hello?”




    “Ginny, it’s me.”




    “Hey! How’s it going in Atlanta?”




    “All right so far.” Trent pitched his voice to as quiet a register as he could manage clearly. “How’d it go on the short yellow bus?”




    Ginny laughed along at the concessions made ever since her disability had been ruled permanent. As callous as it seemed to outsiders, making fun lightened her mood more than pity. “Better now that I got these fancy new wheels. It goes so much faster than the old one, I keep stubbing my damn toe on the cupboards.”




    Trent stifled a laugh to say, “Watch your damn mouth.”




    “Think you could paint this sucker for me? I’m thinking lime green with a little bit of glitter and a yellow racing stripe right down the back rest.”




    “Sure, Gin, whatever you want. You find what I left under your pillow?”




    “That hundred dollar bill that I can’t get change for anywhere in Bibb City? Yeah, you’re one hell of a tooth fairy.”




    “Genevieve Buckney!” Trent glanced over his shoulder at Caroline, who seemed too engrossed in one of her magazines to have heard him. Still, he continued in a whisper, “If Mama hears you talking like that, she’ll take it out on the back of my head.”




    “Mama barely knows what day of the week it is. I doubt she’ll notice a ‘damn’ or a ‘hell’ here or there.”




    Beneath the sarcasm, Trent could sense his sister’s mood had slipped a couple of notches. Being a disabled teenager must have been hard enough without a disabled adult who needed almost constant minding.




    “She’s been giving you a hard time?”




    “Nah, she’s been quiet as a lamb.” Ginny cleared her throat. “I like it better when she talks nonsense to herself, though. At least then I know she’s alive when I pass by her on the couch.”




    Trent couldn’t find the laugh he knew his sister was fishing for. “I’ll be back this evening, Gin.”




    He heard her exasperation over the phone. “I told you, she’s fine; no need to hurry back. I’d much rather you take your time and bring home this ‘Caroline Curran’ so I can meet her.”




    He blinked. “Say what?”




    “Caroline,” Ginny sang with the same pronunciation for which he’d been corrected earlier that day, “the fancy Atlanta lady that you’re visiting.”




    Goddamn caller ID. “I’m not visiting. I’m here for a job.”




    “Whatever you say, hoss. See ya when I see ya.”




    “Tonight. So you’d better have your homework done and your laundry folded up.”




    “Sure thing, Daddy. Have fun.” Ginny hung up.




    God, she was a great kid, and it was a damn shame that Trenton Buckney Senior hadn’t stuck around to find that out, that a hospital visit and a five-hundred-dollar check was all it had taken to clear their absentee father’s conscience. As Trent had recently learned the hard way, remorse wasn’t something that could be taught; it either waited years under the skin for the right reason to break into blisters, or else it was just a gnat easily swatted away every day. Either way, the people who waited for remorse to turn into an apology were the ones who suffered, and Ginny, thank God, wasn’t waiting like he had for so fucking long.
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