
[image: cover]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




PRAISE FOR #1 BESTSELLING AUTHOR SANDRA BROWN AND HER ELECTRIFYING THRILLERS
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“This superlative romantic thriller from bestseller Brown features a particularly memorable villain. . . . Multiple smash cuts (abrupt scene shifts) lead to a wonderfully frenzied finish.”

—Publishers Weekly

“One of Brown’s best books—a terrific setup that grabs you in the first chapter, an extremely cunning villain, and a plot that contains one surprise after another.”

—Connecticut News

“Packed with surprises and the kind of propulsive plot for which Brown is justly famous. . . .”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Brown delivers more than a few thrills and surprises in this taut, satisfying page-turner.”

—Booklist

“Page-turning propulsion. . . .”

—The Dallas Morning News

Smash Cut is also available from Simon & Schuster Audio

SMOKE SCREEN

“Gripping and elegantly structured. . . . A true master of suspense.”

—The Providence Journal (RI)

“Scorching . . . with a solid action-filled plot.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Excellent . . . the characters are finely drawn.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“Brown is undeniably a master of romantic suspense, and readers will be completely engrossed in this involving mystery.”

—Booklist

PLAY DIRTY

“A thriller with more twists and turns than a Cowboys wide receiver trying to lose his marker. . . . Great story, well told.”

—Herald Sun (Australia)

“Full of steamy sex, intrigue and greedy secret plots.”

—The Washington Post

RICOCHET

“No one does steamy suspense like Brown. . . . Tight plotting, a hot love story with some nice twists and a credible ending help make this a stand-out thriller.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A great, entertaining read, with lots of surprising twists and turns, credibly flawed characters and a love affair that’s as steamy as a Savannah summer.”

—Lisa Scottoline, The Washington Post

“[A] taut Southern thriller . . . delectable.”

—Life magazine

CHILL FACTOR

“Races along with the passion and verve that are the hallmarks of a Brown novel.”

—Orlando Sentinel

“Brown has done a skillful job in blending two genres—romantic suspense and serial killer—into a homogeneous whole that should please the devotees of both.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

WHITE HOT

“Family conflict, murder, and romance are ablaze in bestselling Brown’s latest romantic thriller. . . . Exciting.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Brown’s writing lures readers with haunting, sultry seduction, redolent with secrets as deep as hot, breath-snagging Southern nights.”

—BookPage

HELLO, DARKNESS

“Strong characters, crisp dialogue . . . the suspense builds in Ms. Brown’s capable hands.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch (VA)

“Full of thrills and chills that will keep readers turning the pages. . . .”

—Booklist
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PROLOGUE


A DELICATE PING ANNOUNCED THE ARRIVAL of the elevator.

The double doors opened. Inside were three people: two middle-aged women who chatted in the manner of established friends, and a thirty-something man with the stressed-out bearing of a junior executive. He shuffled back to make room for the man and woman waiting to board.

They smiled pleasantly as they stepped in, then turned to face forward. The elevator started its descent to the hotel lobby, the five passengers reflected in its brass doors.

The couple stood elbow to elbow in companionable silence. One of the two women in the back hadn’t stopped talking, but out of politeness, she was keeping her voice low. Her friend covered her mouth to stifle a laugh and was overheard to say, “Oh, my. And she was so proud of that darned thing.”

When the elevator slowed and a chime announced a stop on the eighth floor, the young businessman glanced at his wristwatch and winced as though reconciling himself to running late.

The elevator doors opened.

There stood a person wearing a navy blue tracksuit, wraparound opaque sunglasses, and a ski mask. Around the mouth hole, the yarn had been woven into the pattern of a shark’s open maw with jagged, pointed teeth.

Even before the occupants of the elevator had time to register their surprise, he reached into it and banged his gloved fist against the Door Open button. In his other hand, he brandished a pistol.

“Kneel. Now! Do it!”

His voice was high and singsong, which made it all the more creepy coming from the open jaws of the shark. The two lady friends immediately dropped to their knees. In a whimper one pleaded, “Don’t kill us.”

“Shut up! You.” He jabbed the pistol toward the businessman. “On your knees.” The young professional raised his hands and dropped, leaving only the couple standing. “Are you deaf, or what? Get down!”

The woman said, “He has arthritis.”

“I don’t care if he’s got polio. Down on your fucking knees! Now!”

One of the women in the back wailed, “Do as he says, please.”

The gray-haired man clasped the woman’s hand as he went down on his knees with evident discomfort. Resentfully, the woman did likewise.

“Watches and rings. Put them in this.” The assailant thrust a black velvet bag at the businessman, who dropped in his wristwatch, the timepiece that only moments before had caused him consternation.

The bag was passed to the women behind him, who quickly placed their jewelry into it. “The earrings, too,” the thief said to one. She hastily complied.

Last to get the velvet pouch was the gentleman with the arthritic knees. He held it open for the woman with him, who added her jewelry to it.

“Hurry up!” the thief ordered in that hideously girlish voice.

The gentleman placed his Patek Philippe into the bag, then extended it toward the robber, who snatched it and tucked it into the pocket of his zippered hoodie.

“All right.” The gentleman’s voice carried a ring of authority. “You’ve got what you wanted. Leave us alone.”

The pistol blast was deafening.

The two middle-aged women screamed in terror.

The young businessman cried out an expletive in a shocked, raw voice.

The woman with the gentleman gaped in soundless horror at the blood spatter on the elevator wall behind his crumpling form.



CHAPTER
1


CREIGHTON WHEELER STORMED ACROSS THE bluestone terrace, whipping off his sun visor and making a swipe at the sweat streaming down his face, then without breaking stride, angrily tossed the damp towel and visor onto a chaise. “This better be damn important. I was about to break his serve.”

The housekeeper who’d summoned him from the tennis court was unfazed by his temper. “Don’t you take that tone with me. It’s your daddy wants to see you.”

Her name was Ruby. Creighton didn’t know her last name and had never bothered to ask, although she’d been in the family’s employ since before he was born. Any time he got out of sorts with her, she reminded him that she’d wiped his butt and his nose, that both had been nasty, and that she hadn’t enjoyed doing either. It rankled to think of her being that familiar with his person, even when he was a baby.

He brushed past her three-hundred-pound bulk and crossed the industrial-size kitchen to one of several refrigerators, yanking open the door.

“Right now, he said.”

Ignoring her, Creighton got a can of Coke from the Sub-Zero, ripped off the tab, and took a long drink. He rolled the cold can across his forehead. “Take one of these out to Scott.”

“Your tennis coach’s legs ain’t broke.” She turned back to the counter and slapped her large hand on the hunk of beef she was preparing to go into the roasting pan.

Something ought to be done about her sass, Creighton thought as he pushed through the swinging door and made his way toward the front of the house, where his father had a study. The door was ajar. He paused outside it, then knocked once on the doorjamb with his Coke can, nudged the door open, and strolled in, twirling the tennis racquet against his shoulder. He looked every inch the aristocrat called away from a session of healthy exercise. It was a role he was perfectly suited to play.

Doug Wheeler was seated behind his desk, which was presidential in proportion but much more pretentious than anything inside the Oval Office. The desk was flanked by mahogany flagpoles, one for the Georgia state flag, the other for Old Glory. Ancestors glared from oil portraits hanging on opposite walls, which were paneled in stained cypress meant to last till the Second Coming.

“Scott’s time is money, and the clock is ticking,” Creighton said.

“I’m afraid this can’t wait. Please sit down.”

Creighton took a seat in one of the cordovan leather chairs facing his father’s desk and propped his tennis racquet against it. “I didn’t know you were here. Weren’t you scheduled to play golf this afternoon?” He leaned forward and set his Coke can on the polished surface of the desk.

Frowning, Doug placed a coaster beneath the can so it wouldn’t leave a moisture ring. “I dropped by here to change before going to the club,” he said. “But something urgent—”

“Don’t tell me,” Creighton interrupted. “The paper clip audit exposed an embezzlement. Damn those sneaky secretaries.”

“Paul is dead.”

Creighton’s heart gave a bump. His smile collapsed. “What?”

Doug cleared his throat. “Your uncle was shot and killed in the Hotel Moultrie about an hour ago.”

Creighton continued to stare at him, then finally released his breath. “Well, in the immortal words of Forrest Gump. Actually his mother. ‘Life is like a box of chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get.’ ”

His father lurched to his feet. “Is that all you can say?”

“I think that says it fairly well.”

Creighton had never seen his father cry. He wasn’t crying now, but his eyes looked suspiciously moist and he was swallowing too often and too hard. In an attempt to hide the emotion about to overwhelm him, he stepped from behind his desk and moved to the wide window. He looked out over the grounds of the estate, where Mexican laborers were hand-picking weeds from colorful beds of impatiens and caladiums.

Quietly Creighton asked, “Did I hear you correctly, Father? Uncle Paul was shot?”

“In the forehead. Almost point-blank range. During an apparent holdup.”

“A holdup? Like a robbery? At the Moultrie?”

“As unheard of as that seems.”

Doug ran a hand through his hair, which was thick and gray like that of his brother—now late brother—who had been his senior by only eleven months. He and Paul went to the same barber and used the same tailor. Of almost identical height and weight, they were often mistaken for each other from the back. Their sibling relationship had been almost as close as that of twins.

“I don’t know any details,” Doug continued. “Julie was almost too distraught to speak.”

“She was notified first?”

“Actually, she was with him when it happened.”

“At the Hotel Moultrie. During the middle of a weekday.”

Doug came around and gave his son a hard look. “She was almost hysterical. According to the policeman. Detective actually. He took the phone from her when she could no longer speak. He told me that she had insisted on calling and telling me herself. But she managed to get out only a few incoherent words before she began crying to the point that I could no longer understand her.” He paused to clear his throat.

“The detective, Sanford I think he said his name was, seemed decent enough. He extended his condolences and told me I could come to the morgue if I . . . if I wanted to see Paul’s body. There’ll be an autopsy, of course.”

Creighton looked away. “Christ.”

“Yes,” Doug said on a weighty sigh. “I can’t come to terms with it either.”

“Did they catch the guy?”

“Not yet.”

“Where in the hotel?”

“The detective didn’t say.”

“One of the shops?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who would rob—”

“I don’t know,” Doug snapped.

A taut silence followed. Doug’s shoulders settled heavily on his tall frame. “I’m sorry, Creighton. I’m . . . not myself.”

“Understandably. It’s astonishing.”

Doug massaged his forehead. “The detective said he would give me a full account when I get there.” He glanced at the open door but made no move toward it, clearly reluctant to leave on that errand.

“What about Mother? Has she been told?”

“She was here when Julie called. Naturally she’s upset, but there are arrangements that must be made. She’s upstairs making preliminary calls.” Doug went to the bar and poured himself a shot of bourbon. “Want one?”

“No thank you.”

Doug tossed back the drink and picked up the decanter again. “As difficult as this tragedy is to absorb, there are practical matters that must be addressed.”

Creighton braced himself. He disdained anything with the word practical attached to it.

“Tomorrow morning, I want you to go to the offices and make a personal statement to our personnel.”

Inwardly Creighton groaned. He wanted nothing to do with their personnel, which amounted to several hundred people, each of whom held his uncle Paul in the highest esteem while most demonstrated nothing but contempt for him whenever he graced the corporate headquarters with his presence, which was as seldom as possible.

Wheeler Enterprises manufactured and sold building materials of some kind. Whoopee. Fascinating.

His father looked over his shoulder at him. Obviously a response was expected.

“Of course. What should I say?”

“I’ll write something out tonight. I’ll call for a companywide assembly in the auditorium on the third floor at ten o’clock. Deliver your statement, then perhaps a minute of silence should be observed.”

Creighton nodded solemnly. “Most appropriate.”

Doug downed the second drink, then decisively set the empty tumbler on the bar. “You may be required to take up some of the slack while we’re sorting through all this.”

“All of what?”

“The funeral, for starters.”

“Oh, of course. That’ll be an event.”

“No doubt,” Doug said with a sigh. “I’ll keep it as dignified as possible, but your uncle was involved in—”

“Bloody everything. He was the undeclared king of Atlanta.”

Doug pressed on. “Yes, and now the king is dead. To complicate matters, his death was a homicide.” Thinking about the brutality of it, he winced and dragged his hand down his face. “Jesus.” He glanced toward the bar as though considering pouring one more shot of Kentucky’s finest, but didn’t. “The police will need our full cooperation.”

“What can we do? We weren’t witnesses.”

“But Paul’s killer must be apprehended. You will cooperate and do so willingly. Do we have an understanding?”

“Of course, Father.” Creighton hesitated, then said, “Although I hope you’ll act as the family’s official spokesperson. The media will flock to us like vultures to carrion.”

Doug gave a brusque nod. “I’ll see to it that you and your mother are sheltered. Although I’m compelled to make the funeral a public observance, I’ll insist on it being as low-key as possible.

“We must set an example to our employees, and keep the company running smoothly, which is what Paul would want us to do. To that end, I want you to be prepared. I’ve left some materials in your room. You should review them tonight, bring yourself up to date on new products, where we rank in the market, our projections for next year.”

“All right.” As if.

His father seemed to read his mind. He gave him the full-on, American eagle, hard-ass treatment. “It’s the least you can do, Creighton. You’re almost thirty years old. I’ve been remiss and take partial responsibility for your lack of interest in the company. I should have given you more responsibility, involved you more in the expansion of the business. Paul . . .” He stumbled over the name. “Paul encouraged me to. Instead, I’ve spoiled you. No more. It’s time you stepped up to the plate. Now that Paul’s gone, you’ll take over when I retire.”

Who was he kidding? Himself maybe, but certainly not Creighton. His father was delusional if he thought Creighton planned on jumping into the corporate cauldron. He knew nothing about the business or management thereof, and didn’t want to know. All he wanted out of the family business was revenue. He loved his life exactly as it was and had no intention whatsoever of changing it by taking on responsibilities that any yes-man could do.

But now wasn’t the time to replay the scene he and his father had played a thousand times before, when his shortcomings and misplaced priorities were paraded for his review, when he was reminded of duty and what it meant to be a grownup, a man, a Wheeler. Bullshit like that.

Changing subjects, he asked, “Has it made the news yet?”

“If not yet, it will soon.” Doug moved to his desk and picked up a sheet of paper, passing it to Creighton. “Would you please call these people and notify them? They deserve to be told by a member of the family, rather than hearing it on the news.”

Creighton scanned the typewritten list, recognizing most of the names as personal friends of his uncle Paul, stockholders in Wheeler Enterprises, city and state officials, other prominent businessmen.

“And would you also break the news to Ruby?” Doug asked. “She knows something’s up, but I didn’t have the heart to tell her, especially considering the horrible circumstances. You know how much she loved and admired Paul.”

“Yes, I’ll do that.” And I’ll enjoy it, Creighton thought. That was one way to get back at her for sassing him. “Would you like me to go to the morgue with you?”

“Thank you, but no,” Doug said. “I wouldn’t ask that of you.”

“Good. I can’t think of anything worse.” Creighton pretended to ponder it a moment, then shuddered. “Maybe a Carnival cruise.”



CHAPTER
2


JULIE?”

She’d been staring into near space, unaware of the ringing telephones, the busywork being done, the people passing by, the curious looks cast her way. At the sound of her name, she turned, then stood up to greet the man walking toward her. “Doug.”

When Paul’s brother saw the bloodstains on her clothing, he drew up short, the features of his face collapsing with grief. Using the strong-smelling disinfectant soap in the police station ladies’ room, she’d washed her face and neck, her arms and hands, but she hadn’t yet had an opportunity to go home and change clothes.

For Paul’s sake, she and Doug were friendly but never entirely comfortable around each other. But her heart went out to him now. It must have been shocking for him to see his brother’s blood on her, indelible proof of the violent act that had taken his life.

She closed the distance between them, but it was he who reached out and hugged her. Awkwardly. Leaving a wide gap between them. The way a man would hug his brother’s girlfriend.

“I’m sorry, Doug,” she whispered. “You loved him. He loved you. This has to be horrible for you.”

He released her. The shine of tears was in his eyes, but he held himself together admirably, as she would have expected him to. “How are you?” he asked. “Were you hurt?”

She shook her head.

He looked her over, then scrubbed his face with both hands as though to remove the sight of the bloodstains on her clothing.

Standing deferentially apart from her and Doug, allowing them this private moment, were the two detectives who’d introduced themselves to Julie when they arrived at the hotel to investigate the crime scene.

Detective Homer Sanford was a tall black man, wide in the shoulders, having only a slight paunch to give away his age, which Julie guessed was just past forty. He looked like a former football player.

Physically, his partner was his polar opposite. Detective Roberta Kimball stood barely over five feet and tried in vain to camouflage the extra twenty pounds around her middle with a black blazer worn over gray slacks that were stretched tight across her thighs.

The first responders to the Hotel Moultrie had been uniformed policemen from the local Buckhead office. But immediately they’d requested a CSI unit. It and the two homicide investigators had been dispatched from the main police headquarters.

Sanford and Kimball had impressed Julie as being wholly professional but human. At the scene they’d treated her with kid gloves, apologizing numerous times for having to launch their investigation immediately by asking her questions when she was still shell-shocked over the crime that had left Paul dead.

Now, Kimball addressed Doug gently. “Do you need a few extra minutes before we begin, Mr. Wheeler?”

“No, I’m all right.” He said it briskly, as though trying to convince himself.

The detectives had escorted him here straight from the morgue. A distinctive odor clung to the three of them. Julie was still chilled, body and soul, from her visit to that grim domain.

“I hope you don’t mind if Mr. Wheeler listens in while we go over your statement,” Sanford said to her.

“Not at all.” Doug would want to hear her account of the shooting at some point. It might just as well be now.

They entered the violent crimes unit, and Sanford herded them toward a cubicle, apparently his. Julie had guessed right. There was a photo of him in a Bulldogs jersey and scratched helmet, crossing the goal line with the football tucked under his arm. Other photos were of a pretty lady and three smiling children. He wore a wedding ring. Roberta Kimball didn’t.

Sanford held a chair for Julie. “Ms. Rutledge.” She sat. He brought in an extra chair for Doug. Kimball said she preferred to stand. Sanford sat down at his desk and reached for a ring-binder notebook labeled with the date, Paul’s name, and a case number. He had died barely five hours ago but already he was a statistic.

Sanford turned to Julie. “The other witnesses have given their statements. The one you recorded earlier has been transcribed. Before you sign the transcription, I’d like to talk you through it, see if you’ve remembered something else, see if you want to add or change anything.”

Julie nodded. She crossed her arms and hugged her elbows.

Noticing the gesture, Kimball said, “We understand how difficult this must be for you.”

“It is, yes. But I want to help. I want the culprit captured.”

“So do we.” Sanford picked up a ballpoint pen and clicked it several times while he scanned one of the typed sheets in the binder. “Prior to the incident, you and Mr. Wheeler were occupying room 901? That’s a corner suite, correct?”

“That’s right.”

The detectives were looking at her in silent query. Doug was staring down at his shoes.

“Paul and I met there around one-thirty,” Julie said.

“You went straight to the suite. You didn’t check in.”

“Paul had checked in for us. I was a few minutes late. He was already in the suite when I got there.”

The detective and his partner communicated silently with a quick glance at each other, then Sanford looked back down at the notebook. Julie didn’t think he was reading from the typed page. She didn’t think he needed to. By now he would know that she and Paul had a confirmed reservation for that suite each Tuesday, rain or shine, fifty-two weeks out of the year. She wasn’t going to elaborate on their arrangement. It wasn’t relevant.

“You ordered lunch from room service,” Sanford said.

Followed by Kimball, who added, “We have that from the hotel staff.”

No doubt they also knew what she and Paul had eaten. They would know that Paul had ordered champagne today. What, if anything, would they make of that? Since they didn’t address it, she wasn’t going to make anything of it, either.

Sanford asked, “Other than the room service waiter, no one else saw you in the suite?”

“No.”

“You were alone the whole time?”

“Yes.”

After a significant and awkward gap, Sanford said, “You told us earlier that you left the suite at approximately three o’clock.”

“I had an appointment scheduled for four.”

“At your gallery?”

“Yes.”

“The 911 call came in at three-sixteen,” Sanford said.

As though completing his sentence, Kimball said, “So the robbery would have occurred a few minutes before that.”

“Then I guess it was several minutes after three when we left the suite,” Julie said. “Because we walked straight from the suite to the elevator and we didn’t have to wait long for it.”

Doug, seemingly impatient with the timing details, spoke for the first time. “The killer got away?”

“That’s what we’re trying to determine, Mr. Wheeler,” Sanford said. “Every guest of the hotel is being questioned. Every employee.”

“He couldn’t have walked around the hotel wearing that ghastly mask,” Julie said.

“We figure he got rid of it immediately,” Kimball said. “But a thorough search of the hotel hasn’t turned up anything. Not the tracksuit, the mask—”

“Nothing,” Sanford said, finishing for her.

“There are a lot of hiding places in a hotel the size of the Moultrie,” Doug said.

“The search is ongoing,” Sanford said. “We’re also searching trash receptacles, manholes, culverts, anyplace in the area where he could have stashed the stuff if he carried it out with him.”

“He simply walked out?” Doug asked incredulously.

Kimball seemed reluctant to admit it, but she said, “It’s a possibility.”

Doug swore beneath his breath.

Sanford clicked the pen a few more times as he read from the material. “Let’s back up a minute.” He looked at Julie. “There was no one in the corridor when you left the suite?”

“No.”

“Housekeeper, room service—”

“No one.” She remembered making that walk to the elevator. Paul had laid his arm across her shoulders. He’d been such a solid presence beside her. Strong, warm, vibrant. So different from the form beneath the sheet in the morgue. He’d asked her if she was happy, and she had told him she was.

Kimball asked, “Did you speak to the other passengers when you got into the elevator?”

“No.”

“Did Mr. Wheeler?”

“No.”

“Did any appear to recognize either of you?”

“No.”

“None of them spoke to you? Acknowledged you?”

“Not really, no. The two women were talking and paid no attention to us at all. The young man didn’t say anything, although he politely moved back so we could get in. He seemed lost in his own thoughts.”

“He was here from California for a job interview at three-thirty. He was afraid he wouldn’t make it in time,” Kimball supplied. “We’ve checked that out.”

“The two women are from Nashville,” Sanford said. “They’re in town for their niece’s wedding this weekend.”

“How awful for them,” Julie murmured.

Certainly everyone in the elevator had been traumatized. But those three hadn’t lost someone like she had. Beyond sharing that brief elevator ride, they had no connection to Paul Wheeler. He was nothing more to them than a name, an unfortunate victim. Undoubtedly they would be affected by the incident, and would think of it each time they got into an elevator, but it hadn’t left a vacuum in their lives. The consequence to them wasn’t irreparable.

Sanford dropped the pen onto his desk. “Why don’t you talk us through it from there? For Mr. Wheeler’s benefit as much as for ours.” He laced his long fingers and settled them on his belt buckle in an attitude of listening.

Kimball propped herself against the corner of his desk. Doug had one hand cupped around his chin and mouth, his eyes steady on Julie.

She related the short descent to the next stop, on the eighth floor, the doors opening, the robber reaching into the elevator and pressing the button to keep the doors open.

“Your first impression?” Kimball said.

“The mask. The shark’s mouth.”

“You couldn’t distinguish any of his features?”

She shook her head. “No skin or hair was exposed. Not even his wrists. He had the sleeves of the tracksuit pulled over the gloves. The mask went into the neck of the hoodie, which was zipped up high under his chin.”

“Height, weight?”

“Taller than me, but not by much. Average weight.” The detectives nodded as though that was how he’d been described by the other witnesses.

Sanford said, “In the next day or two, we’d like you to listen to some recordings, see if you can pick out the voice from some used in other crimes.”

Mention of the eerie voice caused the hair on Julie’s arms to stand on end. “It was awful.”

“One of the ladies said it was like fingernails on a chalkboard.”

“Worse. Much more frightening.”

She experienced a disturbing flashback to the wraparound sunglasses. “The sunglasses were very dark, making his eyes as black and unreadable as a shark’s. But I felt his eyes on me.”

Sanford sat forward slightly. “If you couldn’t see his eyes, how do you know he was looking at you?”

“I just do.”

No one said anything for a moment, then Kimball prompted her. “He told everybody to kneel.”

She continued uninterrupted until she reached the part where Paul addressed the robber. “He said, ‘All right. You’ve got what you wanted. Leave us alone.’ I could tell by his tone of voice that he was more angry than afraid.”

“I can believe that,” Doug said.

“I turned my head and was about to urge him not to provoke the thief. That’s when—”

An involuntary and unexpected sob issued out of her throat, stopping the words. She lowered her head and placed her hands over her eyes in an attempt to blot out the image of the bullet’s impact.

No one spoke, creating a silence interrupted only by the ticking of someone’s wristwatch. It served as a reminder. Julie lowered her hands from her face. “Why did he rob us of jewelry and wristwatches only? Why not wallets? Wouldn’t that be more practical? Jewelry has to be fenced or pawned, but wallets have cash, credit cards.”

“We speculate he wanted to travel light,” Kimball said. “He didn’t want to be burdened with wallets or handbags he’d have to rifle through and dispose of before leaving the hotel.”

“After shooting Paul, what did he do? Where did he go?” Doug asked.

“I can’t tell you,” Julie replied. “I was . . . I really don’t remember anything past the gunshot.”

Sanford said, “The other three in the elevator were also too horrified to notice where he went, Mr. Wheeler. The young man says when he recovered some of his wits, the gunman had vanished. He punched the buttons for the elevator to descend. He didn’t know what else to do.”

“He could have tried to chase the man down.”

“Don’t blame him, Doug,” Julie said softly. “I’m sure he was afraid. He’d just witnessed Paul being shot in the head.”

Again no one said anything for several moments. Sanford clicked his ballpoint. “Well, unless you remember—”

“I do,” Julie said suddenly. “He wasn’t wearing shoes. Did anyone else notice that?”

“One of the Nashville women,” Sanford said. “She said he was in stocking feet.”

“Again it’s a guess,” Kimball said, “but he probably knew that shoes, especially athletic shoes, leave tracks that can be imprinted.”

Julie asked, “Did he leave footprints?”

“Our crime scene unit checked. No.”

Doug exhaled a sigh. “It seems he thought of everything.”

“Not everything, Mr. Wheeler,” Sanford said. “There’s no such thing as a perfect crime. I’m confident we’ll catch him.”

Underscoring her partner’s optimism, Kimball said, “Count on it.”

Sanford waited to see if anyone else was going to add anything, then said, “That’s all for now then, Ms. Rutledge. Are you ready to sign your statement?”

She did so with dispatch, and the two detectives ushered her and Doug out. As they walked down the hallway toward the elevator, Kimball touched her arm. “Would you rather take the stairs, Ms. Rutledge?”

Julie appreciated her sensitivity. “Thank you for asking, but no, I’m fine.”

Sanford was telling Doug that he would be notified when the ME had completed his work and the body could be released to the family for burial.

“As soon as possible, I would appreciate knowing when that may be,” Doug said. “We’ll have a lot of arrangements to make.”

“Of course. We’d also like to talk to the other members of your family. Your wife. Your son. Tomorrow if possible.”

Doug stopped and faced him. “What for?”

“Routine. If your brother had any enemies—”

“He didn’t. Everyone loved Paul.”

“I’m sure. But someone close to him may know something that they don’t even know they know.”

“How could they know anything? It was a random robbery.”

Sanford glanced at Kimball, then came back to Doug. “At this juncture, we believe so. However, we must cover every eventuality.”

Doug seemed on the verge of responding to that, but thought better of it. He said, “I assure you that Julie and I, my family, will do whatever we can to assist your investigation.”

“You’ve suffered a tragedy and you’re grieving, Mr. Wheeler. We’re intruders on your grief. I understand, and I’m sorry for it.” Despite his apology, Sanford told Doug he would call him in the morning to arrange a meeting time. “Ms. Rutledge,” he said, turning to Julie, “we may also be calling on you again.”

“I gave Ms. Kimball my contact information. I’ll be available whenever you need me.”

If she survived the night, she thought. Her exhaustion was such that she could scarcely move, yet going home alone, getting into bed, and turning out the lights wasn’t an appealing prospect. With the memory of Paul’s gruesome death etched in her mind, how would she ever sleep again?

As though reading her mind, Kimball asked if she had someone to stay with her. Julie shook her head. “We could have a policewoman—”

“No thank you,” Julie interrupted. “I’d rather be alone, actually.”

The female detective nodded with understanding.

The elevator arrived. Julie’s heart clutched, but she entered the enclosure and turned to face out. Doug joined her. Sanford divided a remorseful look between them. “Please accept my deepest condolences.”

“Mine as well,” Kimball said.

Then the doors closed, leaving Julie and Doug alone. She said, “To spare the family embarrassment, I’ll keep a respectable distance.” She hoped he might argue that decision. He didn’t. “I have only one request, Doug. Will you allow me to choose the spray for Paul’s casket?” Her throat seized up, but she refused to weep in front of him. Her gaze remained fixed on the seam between the elevator doors, her head held high, her posture straight. “Please.”

“Of course, Julie.”

“Thank you.”

He made a choking sound, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw that he was crying silently, his shoulders shaking in an effort to control himself. Her instinct was to extend him a comforting hand, to make some gesture of compassion. But, unsure of how he would receive it, she didn’t.

“I still can’t believe it,” he said huskily.

“Nor can I.”

“He’s really gone.”

“Yes.”

“Jesus.” He sighed heavily and rubbed his fists across his eyes. “Such a shockingly violent act. And the audacity of it. Only a guy with nothing to lose would dare it.”

“Or someone who was certain he could get away with it.”

She turned and looked him straight in the eye. Then the elevator doors opened, and she walked through them without looking back.



CHAPTER
3


IT WAS DECIDED MIDWAY INTO THEIR SECOND Bloody Mary.

At least his mind was made up, and gauging from the signals she was sending, hers was, too. The conditions weren’t ideal. It would take some tricky maneuvering, but he happened to be extremely good at tricky maneuvers, and where there was a will . . .

Right now, his will was making his seat belt uncomfortable.

Fortunately they were flying first class and not coach. A first-class ticket was almost worth the fortune the airline charged for a transatlantic flight. The leather seats were cushy and roomy. With push-button convenience, the passenger could configure the chair almost any way he wanted it, even recline it flat. It wasn’t a Beautyrest, but it beat coach seats, no contest.

Each passenger had his own video system, although he hadn’t utilized his yet. The food, for airline fare, had been better than passable. According to his body clock, it was time for breakfast, but the meal he’d been served was lunch. During the numerous courses, he’d read the European edition of The New York Times, which he’d picked up at a newsstand during his rush through de Gaulle Airport.

He never arrived early at the airport. Instead, his habit was to get there with barely enough time to check his luggage if need be, get through security, and reach the gate just as boarding was announced. He gambled on not making it. The risk added an element of fun to an otherwise tedious process and made air travel tolerable.

The flight attendant had wheedled him into eating a hot fudge sundae, made just for him with his choice of toppings. He’d congratulated himself for the restraint it took to pass on the whipped cream.

From the warm nuts to the rich dessert, lunch service had taken up the first two hours of the flight. With eight more to go, he lowered his window shade as requested to darken the cabin so others could sleep. He switched on his task light, settled more comfortably into his seat, and began reading a new fiction thriller that was number one on the bestseller list. He’d been five chapters into it when the woman in 5C walked past his row on her way to the lavatory.

That wasn’t the first time he’d noticed her.

As the two of them had shuffled toward the forming line when the first-class passengers were invited to board, they’d made chance eye contact. They’d glanced away as strangers do, but then each had come back to take a second look. Once onboard, while they were storing their carry-ons in the overhead compartments, he had happened to catch her looking in his direction.

He was aware of her going into the lavatory. He was aware when she came out. He was watching her as she made her way back toward her seat, and was delighted when she paused at his row, leaned across the empty aisle seat beside him, and indicated the novel. “I noticed earlier what you’re reading. It’s good.”

“Starts off that way.”

“It gets better as it goes along.” She smiled again and was about to move on when he sat forward and detained her by asking, “Have you read his others?”

“I’m a fan.”

“Huh. Interesting.”

“Why?”

“Call me a sexist, but isn’t his writing directed toward a male readership? It’s edgy. Gritty.”

“You’re a sexist.”

He grinned, liking that she was so quick on the uptake.

She added, “Some women enjoy edgy and gritty.”

“You?”

“I confess.”

He motioned toward the empty seat beside him. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“I just finished lunch.”

“Can I buy you an after-lunch drink?”

She glanced toward her seat two rows away and across the aisle, then looked back at him. “Bloody Mary?”

“That’d be my choice.”

She sat down and crossed her legs toward him. Good legs. High heels. No stockings and none necessary. She caught him looking where her hemline stopped just above her knee, but it didn’t seem to make her self-conscious. She met his gaze levelly when he raised it back to hers. Very pretty eyes, he noted. Gray. The color of storm clouds above the ocean.

He reached up and pressed the button to summon the flight attendant. “I’m Derek Mitchell.”

“I know.”

He went warm with pleasure, believing she’d recognized him, until she reached across the armrest they shared and touched the boarding pass sticking out of his shirt pocket. His name was clearly legible.

She laughed softly at his chagrin, then asked, “Is Atlanta home?”

“Yes. You?”

“Yes. What were you doing in Paris? Business, pleasure, or just connecting there from somewhere else?”

“Pleasure. Sort of. It was my mom’s sixty-fifth birthday. She’d never seen Paris, so she twisted my dad’s arm to hold the celebration there, and a whole slew of Mitchells descended on the city.”

“Large family?”

“Large enough. At least we left the Parisians thinking so.”

Again that soft laugh that was akin to a purr. He wondered if she realized how sexy it was and decided that she did. Of course she did.

“Did your mother enjoy herself?”

“She had a ball.” He glanced toward the front of the cabin. The flight attendant was taking her sweet time.

As though reading his mind, his companion stood up and stepped into the aisle. He was afraid she was leaving, but she whispered, “Spicy?”

“Roger that.”

As she walked up the aisle he had an excellent rear view. Not just good but pretty damn great. Her black three-piece suit was tailored but feminine. The body-conscious fit bespoke a designer cut. Her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail, which ordinarily wouldn’t have attracted him. But somehow, on her, that classic look worked. She had taste and class as well as a sharp wit and sex appeal. And she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

She returned, followed by the flight attendant carrying a small tray. The flight attendant leaned across her to serve him his glass of ice and Bloody Mary mix and a small bottle of Ketel One. Her drink had already been mixed.

“Check back with us,” he told the flight attendant.

“Will do.”

He poured the vodka into his glass, gave it a quick stir with the swizzle stick, then raised his glass. She did likewise. They clinked glasses but held them touching for several moments while they looked closely at each other. Then she glanced up at the task light.

Acting on instinct and without consulting her, he depressed the button on his armrest that turned the light out. “Better?”

“Yes. The glare . . .” She spoke in a much lower voice then, as though the absence of the light invited whispering, and she didn’t finish whatever it was she was about to say. Instead, she took a sip of her Bloody Mary, a bit nervously he thought. Keeping her head down, she stared into her glass and nudged the floating lime with her swizzle stick. “What do you do?”

“About what?”

She raised her head and gave him a look.

He smiled. “Attorney.”

“Corporate?”

“Criminal.”

That got her interest. Turning more toward him, the toe of her shoe brushed the leg of his trousers, and suddenly his calf was an erogenous zone.

“Which side?” she asked.

“Defense.”

“I would have guessed that.”

“You would?”

“Um-huh,” she murmured as she took another sip of her drink. She’d looked him over. “You dress too well for a man who earns a civil employee’s salary.”

“Thank you.” And because she was still appraising him, he’d said, “And?”

“And you don’t look . . .” She tilted her head, considering. “Righteous enough to be a prosecutor.”

He laughed, loud enough to cause the man across the aisle to glance at them and adjust the volume on the earphones bridging his head. Taking the hint, Derek leaned closer to her, bringing his face to within inches of hers. She didn’t move away. “I don’t think anyone would use righteous as an adjective to describe me.”

“So the derogatory lawyer jokes don’t offend you?”

“Hell no. In fact, I’m the basis of most of them.”

Mindful of the man across the aisle, she clamped her teeth over her lower lip to keep from laughing. Straight teeth. A plush lower lip barely glossed. An overall sexy mouth.

“Why criminal law?” She was fiddling with the top button of her blouse, and for a moment, the motion of her fingers distracted him.

“Criminal law? That’s where the bad guys are.”

“And you defend the bad guys.”

Again he grinned. “Profitably.”

They continued to chitchat through those first Bloody Marys. They touched on their favorite restaurants in Atlanta, the serious traffic problem, this and that, nothing personal or consequential.

Then out of nowhere she said, “I take it you’re not married.”

“No. I’m not. What made you think so?”

“Deductive reasoning. If you were married, even unhappily, your wife would be with you. No woman would pass up a trip to Paris, not even if it meant suffering through the celebration of a mother-in-law’s birthday.”

“My wife could have come along but stayed behind in Paris for some extra sightseeing.”

She let that lie a moment, then looked down into her glass and swirled the ice cubes with the tip of the swizzle stick. “I doubt a wife would trust you to travel alone.”

“I look untrustworthy?”

“A wife wouldn’t have trusted other women.”

His ego spun drunkenly. He leaned maybe an inch closer. “You’re traveling alone, too.”

“That’s right.”

“Business or pleasure?”

She drained what was left of her drink, then looked down at her left hand, which was noticeably without a wedding band. “I went all the way to Paris to catch my husband in bed with his girlfriend.”

Bingo, Derek thought. He’d just won the lottery. Her pride had suffered a blow. She, of the cloud-gray eyes, kissable mouth, great legs, and shapely ass, had been dumped for another woman. She was vulnerable, in search of validation, in desperate need of reassurance that she was still an attractive, alluring woman.

He nodded toward her empty glass. “Another?”

Her eyes stayed on his, and he could tell she had reached a crossroads. Thank him politely but decline and return to her seat? Or stay and see where this went? She dragged that delectable lower lip through her teeth again, then said, “Sure. Why not?”

The flight attendant responded more quickly to the summons, and they ordered another round. While they waited, he noticed that the other passengers in the cabin were either already sleeping or deeply engrossed in the feature on their private video screens. The cabin lights had been extinguished except for those marking the exits and lavatories. On the other side of the cabin, an elderly woman was reading by her task light, and it provided only a pinpoint of light.

The flight attendant returned, serving the drinks the same way she had before. “How come she’s pouring yours?” he asked.

She ducked her head shyly, fiddled with the top button on her blouse again. “I asked her to. When I went up front, I asked her to pour me doubles.”

“Foul!” he cried in a stage whisper.

“I didn’t want you to think I was a lush.” That was when she pulled the elastic band from her hair and gave her head a shake. Her dark hair fell into a sleek cape around her shoulders. Sighing, she leaned her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. “I needed to relax, to let go, to . . . to block my mind from thinking about . . . it.”

“Tough scene in Paris?”

She swallowed with difficulty, and a tear slid from between her eyelids and down her cheek. “On a scale of one to ten?”

“Ten?”

“Twelve.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.”

“He’s an idiot.”

“Thank you again.” Leaving her head on the headrest, she turned it toward him. “I don’t want to talk about him.”

“Neither do I.” He paused for a count of ten, then reached out and wiped away the tear on her cheek with the tip of his index finger. “What should we talk about?”

Never breaking eye contact, she counted to at least twenty, then asked in a husky voice, “Do we have to talk?”

Her gaze had moved to his mouth, where it remained for several seconds before she looked into his eyes again. And that’s when he knew. It was a sure thing. They were going to have sex. And not when they got to Atlanta, either. Right here. Right now.

He’d had friends who boasted of doing it on an airplane. He’d heard the urban legends about in-flight couples being caught in flagrante delicto, but he hadn’t given those stories much credence.

From a practical standpoint, it was dicey. For one thing, you had hundreds of chances of being caught, depending on the size of the aircraft and the number of passengers onboard. Venue was another factor, and space was limited no matter where you did the deed.

But the possibility of it had his whole system pumping testosterone.

Especially since his potential partner was looking at him with such naked need, and her eyes hinted at a hot, sexual nature smoldering inside the classy exterior. Maybe she was thinking that her husband had cheated because she’d been too reserved in their marriage bed, that she should have let her hair down sooner, acted on impulse, said to hell with inhibitions.

Whatever.

He looked around. The reader had turned off her light. The man across the aisle was dozing through his movie. When Derek’s eyes came back to her, they transmitted his willingness with the intensity he used to communicate innocence to a skeptical jury.

She sat her glass on the armrest, then touched his hand with her cold fingertips. It was just a brush across his knuckles, but it was an unmistakable invitation. In an instant she was gone, moving silently up the darkened aisle toward the lavatories at the front of the cabin.

A curtain had been pulled across the galley on the other side of the cabin. No one, neither passengers nor attendants, was looking. Nevertheless, his heart was thudding. Was he nuts? Had he lost his mind completely? Was he really going to do this?

You bet your ass I am.

Because he thrived on high-stakes situations. Because he had a hard-on to beat all hard-ons. Because if a woman ever wanted and needed to be fucked, it was this one. And because of the most fundamental reason: He wanted her.

He unbuckled his seat belt, then painfully stood up and squeezed himself into the aisle, trying not to attract anyone’s attention or disturb the dozing passengers.

She’d left the lavatory door open a half inch. He slipped into the impossibly small enclosure, then reached behind him to pull the door shut. He made sure it was securely locked.

She was practically sitting in the basin. She’d taken off her suit jacket. The first three buttons of her blouse were undone, giving him a glimpse of cleavage above lacy bra cups.

They looked at each other for maybe ten seconds, then came together like cymbals. Their lips fused in a kiss that was as amorous as any in his recent memory. She took his tongue into her mouth with an eroticism that made him groan from a surge of lust unequaled since adolescence.

His hands went straight to the fourth pearl button on her blouse, undid it and the one below it. He pushed his hands inside her blouse, and placed them on her breasts, squeezed gently, caressed the tight centers. She gasped into his mouth.

Holding the kiss, she fumbled with his belt and fly while he slid his hands down the outsides of her thighs, then pushed up her skirt until he could reach her panties. He peeled them down, past knees, past high heels.

He nudged himself between her legs, clasped her hips, and with one strong thrust buried himself inside her.

•   •   •

When it was over, they laughed shakily and self-consciously.

Finally she lifted her head from his shoulder. Awkwardly they separated. He noticed how flushed her face and chest were as she clumsily tried to match buttons to buttonholes.

He tucked in his shirttail, zipped up, and buckled his belt while she pulled on her jacket. She reached for her underwear, which he’d flung aside in haste, but she didn’t put them on. He helped her to stand and then to smooth down her skirt. There was barely room for them to stand face-to-face.

He stroked her cheek. It felt feverish. Her lips looked swollen. He thought about kissing her again. He wanted to.

But before he could, she said, “You go first. I need to . . . tidy up.”

“Okay.”

“For propriety’s sake I should return to my assigned seat.”

That was disappointing. He’d hoped they would finish the flight sitting together, holding hands while they made small talk, savoring this delicious, guilty secret, looking at each other and shaking their heads and laughing over the absurdity of it.

He gave her his most engaging grin. “Can I change your mind about that?”

“No. It’s best.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.” She said it a bit too quickly, and must have realized it, because she nodded, repeating, “Yes.”

“Do you regret it?”

For the first time since they’d finished, she looked directly into his face. “Not in the least.”

“Good,” he whispered, smiling. “See you on the ground.”

“See you on the ground.”

He opened the door a crack, and when he saw that the coast was clear, he slipped out. He heard her lock the door behind him. None of the other passengers seemed to have stirred. The galley curtain was still drawn. Their glasses were still on the armrest. He collapsed into his seat, sated.

Feeling bloody fabulous, actually.

It was several minutes before she passed him on the way to her assigned seat. As she went by, she gave him a meaningful look but didn’t say anything. He watched her get settled, then picked up his book, switched on his task light, and tried to read. But the words wouldn’t register. He had a good vodka buzz going, and that was making him drowsy. And—who was he kidding?—he wanted to relive those few minutes in the lavatory.

What a reckless thing to do.

What fantastic fucking.

What an incredible woman.

As he drifted into sleep, he was aware of the sappy smile on his lips.

•   •   •

He woke up to the rattle of the drinks trolley being pushed up the aisle by the flight attendant, who looked as fresh as when they had boarded. He wondered how they managed that. His clothes were wrinkled and his eyes were gritty. His head was muzzy from the vodka, and he badly wanted to brush his teeth.

He yawned, stretched his limbs, and craned his neck to look behind him. Seat 5C was empty. He glanced toward the lavatories and saw that both were occupied.

“Coffee, Mr. Mitchell?”

“Bless you, my child.”

The flight attendant smiled and reached across him to raise his window shade. He looked out and saw terra firma several miles below. He never failed to get a maudlin lump in his throat when he caught his first glimpse of the USA after returning from overseas.

He was ravenous and scarfed down the ham and cheese croissant. He drank a cup of black coffee. “We’re about forty-five minutes out,” the attendant told him as she poured him a refill. “Don’t forget to fill out your customs form.”

“Sure thing.”

When one of the lavatories became available, he got up and took the provided toiletry kit with him. He used the toilet, washed his face and hands, brushed his teeth, and swished with mouthwash. Before he left, he gave the enclosure a glance and shook his head, chuckling to himself, still disbelieving that he’d had incredible sex in such an unaesthetic place.

He noted as he returned to his seat that 5C was still empty. He imagined—

Christ! What was her name?

His mind did a rapid rewind, then replayed everything they’d said. No, he was certain she’d never told him her name. No wonder she’d been reluctant to continue the flight sitting beside him. She must think him a prize jerk.

He stared out the window for several minutes, castigating himself for behaving like a heel over the name issue. When he looked forward again, he noticed both lavatories were unoccupied. He whipped his head around. She was in her seat.

He had missed her passing down the aisle! How had he done that? He’d had his head turned away. He hoped she didn’t think that had been intentional and he was trying to avoid her. He tried to get her attention, but she had her head on the headrest, her eyes closed.

He was considering getting up and going to talk to her, but the announcement was made that they were on their final approach into Atlanta, that all passengers were to remain in their seats with their seat belts fastened for the remainder of the flight.

He looked back at her, ignoring the people in the seats behind his, who had to be wondering what in hell he was looking at. He willed her to open her eyes, but she didn’t.

The pilots executed a textbook landing. Impatiently Derek endured the long taxi to the terminal. As soon as they were allowed to stand, he shot from his seat and moved into the aisle. But those passengers between him and 5C had crowded into the aisle, too. They were retrieving their possessions from the overhead compartments and heading toward the exit doors between cabins. In the crush, he lost sight of her.

Outside the Jetway, the flow of passengers had become a stampede toward the reentry gates. He couldn’t see her ahead of him and guessed that she’d had to be swept along or get trampled.

He was pointed into a passport check line by a government official who didn’t want an argument. He continued to scan the throng of passengers from his flight, as well as those from several other overseas flights that had arrived at virtually the same time.

Finally he spotted her three lines over and well ahead of him. He waved, but she didn’t see him. He decided it would be more convenient to rendezvous in baggage claim than to try to make his way to her now.

It seemed to take forever, but he finally got through the passport check. In the baggage claim area, he rushed to the designated carousel and saw her on the far side of it, wrangling a suitcase off the conveyor.

Dodging passengers made short-tempered by weariness, he made his way toward her. She stopped when she saw him threading his way through the crowd.

He didn’t stop until only inches separated them. He smiled down at her. “I’m an idiot, and a first-class jerk. I don’t even know how to say hello, because I failed to get your name.”

“But I have yours.”

He was taken aback, not so much by what she said as by the way she said it. He was trying to get a handle on that cool tone of voice when he realized that her entire demeanor had changed. She didn’t appear as vulnerable, as engaging, and certainly not as available. All her buttons were done up. In fact, the signal she was sending him now was Don’t even think about it.

Her voice was cold. Her eyes, as languid and inviting as a tidal pool last night, were brittle and unfriendly. When she smiled, she did so with the self-satisfaction of a cardsharp playing his ace.

“You’ve been had, Mr. Mitchell.”



CHAPTER
4


YOU LOOK LIKE HELL.”

Derek stashed his luggage in a corner of the reception area of his law office, then turned and frowned at his assistant. After being away for twelve days, he’d have appreciated a more cordial, less candid welcome.

“Why thank you, Marlene, I’m glad to be back. My trip was wonderful, thank you for asking. The weather couldn’t have been better. All my flights were on time. Mom liked her gift. Dad was—”

“Okay, okay. I was just saying.”

“I’ve been on an airplane for ten hours,” he grumbled. “What did you expect?”

“I expected you to shower and shave before coming to the office.”

“If I’d gone home to clean up, I probably would have stayed. The temptation to crawl into bed would have been too great. I knew things would be backed up here, so here I am, unshaven and unwashed and unhappy about it all.”

“You haven’t seen Maggie yet?”

“I’ve been away this long, a few more hours won’t matter.”

Marlene gave him a don’t-say-I-didn’t-warn-you look. Then, “Coffee?”

“That’s the first nice thing you’ve said.”

Subordinates called out greetings as he walked past their open office doors, but he acknowledged them with waves and kept going, not stopping for small talk. Making it to his own office without being waylaid, he closed the door behind him to discourage anyone hoping to butter up the boss by welcoming him back.

The roomy corner office was on the twentieth floor of one of Atlanta’s modern glass skyscrapers, so he had an unrestricted view through the walls. Today the sunlight was a little too cheery and bright to suit his mood, so he used the remote control to partially close the blinds sandwiched between the panes of glass.

The decorator he’d hired to do the place had fed him ideas, but he’d made all the final decisions—the handwoven Turkish rug, the wood stain on the bookcases, the fabrics for the upholstered pieces, the leather for his desk chair.

He’d also insisted on incorporating personal belongings that held special meaning for him, even if they didn’t particularly fit the decor. Sharing the bookshelves with volumes on law were the biplane model that he and his dad had made together the summer he turned nine, the baseball glove with which he’d helped his high school team win the state championship, and a beer stein with his fraternity letters engraved into the pewter.

The office was furnished with every modern convenience, but sprinkled with these dashes of nostalgia, it fit him like a comfortable pair of expensive sneakers.

He shrugged off his wrinkled jacket and hung it in the concealed closet, sat down in his desk chair, and dug into his burning eye sockets with his fingertips, saying under his breath, “You’ve been had, Mr. Mitchell.”

What did that mean?

Hell if he knew. Hell if he’d ever know, because having said that, she’d turned and marched into the ladies’ restroom, pulling her wheeled suitcase behind her. He’d have looked like a pervert if he staked out the restroom until she reappeared. Besides, the lady—whatever her name was—had made it abundantly clear that she wanted nothing more from him than a couple of Bloody Marys and a hot and nasty quickie in the airplane lavatory.

So he’d split, thinking To hell with you but wishing that the memorable interlude had ended on a sweeter note. He’d also nursed a nagging uneasiness over her parting words.

Whatever her game, he’d fallen for it. The come-hither eyes. That business with the top button of her blouse. The legs. Oh yeah, the legs. Jergens had never looked so good, felt so good on a pair of thighs. All that timid lip biting. Letting down her hair, for godsake. Just about every woman on the planet knew these drills.

But she had perfected them.

She’d taken him by his dick and led him into the restroom of an airplane full of people, where they could have been caught, exposed, made a laughingstock. He didn’t know if sexual congress on a commercial aircraft was illegal—he’d have one of his clerks look it up—but it sure as hell wasn’t smart.

What if they’d been bagged by a little old lady? Or a child? Imagine the hue and cry that would have been raised had little Suzie walked in on them. No one would have slept for the rest of the flight. All two hundred plus passengers would have wanted to take a gander at the pair who couldn’t control their libidos, to catch a glimpse of the fornicators.

He imagined having his picture plastered on the front page of the Journal, being escorted out of the Jetway by an air marshal wearing a disapproving, even disgusted frown. The DA’s office would probably have made a poster of it and circulated copies throughout the Fulton County Justice Center. He’d have never lived it down.

He didn’t like losing, and would do whatever it took to win. But he could lose with dignity if he knew he’d done his absolute best, if there had been virtually no chance of winning to start with but he’d given his all to try to beat the odds. He could lose like that. He didn’t like to, but he could.

But to be mocked, hoodwinked, made a complete and utter fool of, as this chick had done, that was untenable.

And why? Besides screwing her blind, what had he ever done to her?

Ah well. It would remain one of life’s little mysteries.

He lowered his hands, stretching his stubbled cheeks before letting his hands drop onto the stack of mail, messages, and paperwork that had collected during his twelve-day absence.

Marlene came in carrying her notepad and a steaming cup of coffee.

“Thanks.” He scalded his tongue on the first sip, but it was his preferred blend and tasted good.

She took her customary place in the chair on the other side of his desk. “So. How was Paris?”

“French.”

“That bad?”

He smiled. “It’s a beautiful city. Flowers in bloom. The food was outstanding. Good wine.”

“You don’t like wine.”

“I managed to quaff a few glasses just to be sociable.”

“The Seine?”

“We had Mom’s party on a dinner boat.”

“Notre-Dame?”

“Still there, but I didn’t see the hunchback.”

“Pretty women?”

“Everywhere.”

Marlene sniffed with disdain. “They all smoke. That’s how they stay thin.”

Derek gave her a look, and her eyes narrowed on him. “Don’t you dare say it. But it is the one diet I haven’t tried.”

He laughed. They’d been together so long, they could tease each other without offending. Marlene Sullivan had followed him when he’d boldly stormed out the door of a large and respected firm after a heated quarrel with the senior partner.

She’d helped him hang out his own shingle, and since then had been his right hand, guardian at the gate, social secretary, errand runner, and sounding board. She had a keen legal mind, frequently opening up another avenue of thought when a case proved tough and the direction in which he was taking it would lead nowhere except to conviction. He couldn’t run his practice or his life without her, a fact of which she reminded him often.

He trusted her implicitly. She would carry to the grave anything he told her in confidence. Now, as he regarded her affable, matronly face, he considered telling her about his experience on the plane. Brace yourself, Marlene. You’re not going to believe what your boss did on his transatlantic flight.

But no. He couldn’t divulge that, not even to his loyal assistant, who’d seen him at his best but also at his absolute worst. Last night’s sexual escapade would remain his secret.

He sincerely hoped.

“Anything new from the DA’s office on Jason Connor?” he asked. The sixteen-year-old stood accused of killing in cold blood his mother and stepfather. Because of the brutality of the crime, he was being tried as an adult.

“I called over there, asked again for the discovery file. Got the usual runaround.”

“They’re stonewalling. Call and tell them I’m back, and I want the damn file.” The trial date was fast approaching, and his young client faced execution if found guilty. “Has anyone talked to Jason recently?”

“Yesterday.” She told him that one of his assistants on the case had gone to the jail. “He saw him. They didn’t talk. The boy remained mute.”

“Was he told that I can’t help him if he doesn’t help himself?”

“He was.”

Derek made a mental note to go see the boy as soon as his schedule permitted, and to impress upon him that he was in dire straits. He picked up the stack of pink memos representing calls he needed to return. On the first one Marlene had printed in bold, red letters: Ask me.

He picked it up and waved it at her. “I’m asking.”

“While you were gone, you missed some excitement. Paul Wheeler—”

“Who’s that?”

“Wheeler Enterprises.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “That Wheeler?”

“That Wheeler. Money out the wazoo. He was shot and killed in the Hotel Moultrie. Lots of media. Large funeral. Unidentified culprit is still at large.”

He whistled and referred to the memo. “So who’s Doug?”
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