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June 20

“I’M NOT LIVING with no flea-bitten mutt, so you can just get it the hell out of here!”

The mutt cowered against her legs. Marsha Hughes scooped it up, then took a cautious step back, glad that Keith was standing in the doorway to the kitchen and not between her and the exit door. She knew that tone. She knew the expression on Keith’s reddening face. She knew what came next after the angry tightening of his brawny arms, the clenching of his meaty fists. The dog, a small, pitiful-looking stray she had found huddled behind the Dumpster outside their run-down apartment building, seemed to know too. Looking at Keith from the shelter of her arms, it began to shake.

“Okay, okay,” Marsha said to Keith placatingly, while at the same time tightening her hold on the trembling dog. It wasn’t anything special, it wasn’t worth making Keith mad over, but she wasn’t going to let him hurt it if she could help it. There was something about it that tugged at her heartstrings. Not much bigger than a cat, it was skinny and dirty and obviously unloved, a female with liquid dark eyes in a foxlike face, big, upright ears, a short, dull black coat with a single white spot on its chest and a curling, improbably feathered tail. It wasn’t pretty, but it was a sweet dog that had come to her when she had knelt and snapped her fingers at it. It had let her pick it up and carry it inside and up the stairs, licking her hand in appreciation when she had fed it a meal of baloney and cheese, which was about all they’d had in the refrigerator since this was Thursday night and neither she nor Keith got paid until Friday. In the hours between the time she’d gotten home from her job as a cashier at Winn-Dixie and had found the dog and the time Keith had come in from working the second shift at the Honda plant and started pitching a hissy fit about it, she’d kind of thought she might keep it. With Keith gone in the evenings, it would be something to come home to. Something she could talk to and fuss over and maybe even love.

When she thought about it, it was kind of sad that she was starting to have to look to a stray dog for love, but if that was the way her life was headed, then there was no point in ducking the facts. She was thirty-five years old, a redhead with a pretty good figure if she did say so herself, but a face that was starting to show some age. Men had mostly quit giving her second looks now. The other day, in the Rite-Aid, she’d sort of flirted with the hot young guy who’d filled her prescription. He’d been friendly, but when he called her “ma’am” as he told her to have a nice day she’d gotten the message: thanks, but no thanks. The plain truth was that she was slip-sliding over the hill, with two divorces behind her and not much in front of her except this good-looking but bad-tempered man and her dead-end job.

“So get it out,” Keith said, his tone menacing as he gave her the look. The look was kind of like a storm warning, giving her a heads-up that one of their bad times was brewing. Her mouth went dry. Her stomach lurched. Keith in a good mood was sweet as moon pie. Keith in a bad mood was scary.

“Okay,” she said again, and turned toward the door. Defused for the time being, Keith turned too, disappearing into the kitchen. Taking a deep, relieved breath as the door that separated the kitchen from the living room swung shut behind him, Marsha hugged the dog closer.

It licked her chin.

“Sorry, angel,” she whispered regretfully in its ear. “But you see how it is: You’ve got to go.”

The dog gave a sad little whine as if it understood and forgave her. Patting it, she felt a flicker of regret. It was a good dog.

From the kitchen, she heard Keith say “Goddamn!” Then, louder, “Where the hell’s the fucking baloney?”

She almost wet her pants. Just as she had feared he would, he’d lit on an excuse to kick his bad mood up a notch. Now he was mad. Now he would take it out on her. When he got mad, it always seemed to end up being because of something she had or hadn’t done. Tonight it would be about the baloney.

The refrigerator door slammed.

Galvanized, Marsha snatched her purse from under the end table beside the couch and bolted, making it out the apartment door just as he burst into the living room.

“Where the hell’s the fucking baloney?” he roared. His voice boomed after her through the door that, in her haste, she’d left open behind her. By the time she reached the top of the stairs, he was already coming through it.

“I don’t know.” Clutching both dog and purse in her arms, she threw the answer back at him over the noise her ancient Dr. Scholl’s made clattering down the metal steps.

“What do you mean, you don’t know? The hell you don’t. The baloney was in the refrigerator when I left for work and now it’s gone. Don’t tell me you don’t know where it is!” He was leaning over the guardrail at the top of the stairs now, his face beet-red with rage as he glared down at her.

“I’ll go to the store and get some more, all right?” Out of breath, she reached the downstairs hall. Awkwardly juggling dog and purse, she grabbed for the knob of the heavy metal door that opened onto the parking lot. The purse she had to have: her keys were in it. The dog she didn’t. But if she left it behind, Keith would take his anger out on it. She knew Keith. When he was mad, he was mean as a snake.

“What’d you do with it? You don’t even like baloney. Did you feed it to that dog?”

No, she couldn’t leave the dog behind. Tightening her grip on it, glancing fearfully back as she braced herself and jerked the door wide, Marsha almost had a heart attack. Keith was no longer leaning over the guardrail but was striding with angry purpose toward the top of the stairs. Even the cloud of steamy heat that embraced her as she darted out into the night was not enough to stop an icy shiver from racing over her skin.

“You did, didn’t you? You fed my baloney to that fucking dog!”

He was coming after her. Her heart pounded with primal fear. He was good and wound-up now. He would beat the crap out of her if he caught her.

Jesus, Jesus, please don’t let him catch me.

One of her sandals came off as she ran across the parking lot toward her car, an eight-year-old junker of a Taurus with a broken air conditioner, a permanently stuck-down front passenger side window, and 127,264 miles on the odometer. Stumbling, cursing, she kicked the other sandal off too and ran on. Although it was only the twentieth of June, the summer so far had been a scorcher and the asphalt was hot as a griddle beneath her bare feet. The air was almost too thick to breathe. The single glowing yellow light atop the pole at the far end of the parking lot seemed to shimmer in the heat. Having guiltily wolfed down a McDonald’s hamburger and fries on the way home from work, she’d parked next to the Dumpster so that she could dispose of the evidence before she forgot about it and Keith found it. Keith didn’t like her eating fast food. He said it would make her get fat.

The Dumpster was at the very back of the lot, next to the light. She had to run through three rows of parked cars to reach her Taurus. If Keith caught her, it would be all the fault of that damned hamburger and fries.

Keith was always telling her that if she’d just do what he said, it would save her a lot of grief.

A radical thought occurred to her: Maybe she’d had just about enough of Keith.

“We’re out of here, sweetie,” she said breathlessly to the dog, yanking open the door and dumping the animal inside the car. It hopped into the passenger seat as she flung herself behind the wheel. The black vinyl seat was hot against the backs of her thighs, left bare by her ragged denim cutoffs. The stifling interior still carried the incriminating scent of McDonald’s. Thrusting the key into the ignition, she glanced over her shoulder and saw that Keith, moving quickly now, was coming out of the building, his body-builder’s frame looking even bigger than it was because of being backlit by the dim hall light.

“Marsha! Get back here!”

What did he think she was, dumb? No way was she going back. Pulse racing, she slammed the car into reverse. It shot backward. Braking, she looked around again to find Keith breaking into a run. Jesus, he looked like he wanted to kill her. Keith’s mad. Keith’s mad. The words pounded a crazy, panicked refrain through her head. ’Roid rage, they called it from the steroids he used to get big. Whatever, when it got hold of him like this it was like he was out of his mind.

He reached the third row. She shifted into drive. Cold with fear, she stomped on the gas pedal just as he emerged from between two parked cars. He was only a few feet away now. Their eyes met for one terrifying instant through the windshield. Then the Taurus rocketed past him.

“You get your ass back here, you bitch!”

Her eyes flew to the rearview mirror to find him shaking both fists after her in impotent fury. Psycho, she thought. Then she hung a sharp left out of the lot, and peeled rubber toward the blacktop road that led into Benton.

Praise the Lord he couldn’t follow her. A friend had dropped him off; his pickup was in the shop.

It took her a few minutes to calm down. By the time her heart rate had returned to something approaching normal, she’d decided what to do: she would go to her friend Sue’s for the night. It was late—a glance at the dashboard clock told her that it was nearly midnight. But Sue, who worked third shift at the Honda plant alongside Keith, would be up. Sue had a husband and three kids, and they all lived in a double-wide on the other side of town. Sue’s place was filled to bursting with her own brood, but Marsha was positive that Sue would let her stay for tonight. Tomorrow, she’d see if she couldn’t come up with something else.

It was a cinch she wasn’t going back to Keith. Not tonight, and not tomorrow. Maybe not ever. So you can just stick that in your bong and smoke it, she said to her mental vision of Keith. Her uncharacteristic defiance felt good.

The dog made an anxious sound. Marsha glanced over to find that it was sitting dainty as could be in the passenger seat, its eyes fixed on her face.

“It’s okay,” she said, reaching out to stroke its delicate head. “Everything’s gonna be all right.”

The dog licked her wrist as she withdrew her hand, and Marsha suddenly felt a whole heap of a lot better. If she didn’t go back to Keith, she could keep the dog. It would be tough, but if she scrounged around she could probably scrape together enough money so that she could get her own place. She even had a Plan B—a secret scheme to provide herself with a little nest egg that might or might not pan out. If it didn’t, she might have to waitress or something at night to earn a little extra so she could afford to feed herself and the dog and pay the rent all in the same month, but getting rid of Keith might be worth it. No more hiding fast-food wrappers before he got home. No more waiting anxiously to see what kind of mood he was in. No more lectures, no more crap.

Possibilities as tantalizing as an empty four-lane highway suddenly seemed to open up before her.

“I’m going to do it,” she said to the dog, all at once feeling almost cheerful. The dog looked at her, its eyes gleaming in the reflected glow from the instruments in the dash. Although she knew it was silly, she thought it was almost like the animal understood. “No, baby, we’re going to do it.”

She was clear on the other side of Benton now, just a few minutes away from where Sue lived. The fluorescent lights of one of Benton’s two open-all-night convenience stores caught her eye. Her Visa was pretty much maxed out, but she’d sent in a fifty-dollar payment just last week, which meant that she should have at least that much credit, she calculated as she pulled into the parking lot. She could get a few things, like a toothbrush and some moisturizer, that she would need in the morning. Clothes were going to be a problem—she couldn’t show up at work in what she was wearing, shorts and a tube top—but now that she thought about it, maybe calling in sick would be the best idea. By morning, Keith would probably be madder than ever because she hadn’t come home all night. He would come looking for her. Where was he gonna look first? Work.

Pleased with herself for thinking things through enough to stay two steps ahead of Keith, she parked, got out and started to walk inside. Looking worried, the dog tracked her every movement with its eyes, and ended up by standing on its hind legs in the seat with its delicate front paws resting on the stuck-down window, still watching her. Its intention to follow couldn’t have been more clear.

“Stay,” Marsha said, stopping to shake her head forbiddingly.

The dog hopped out onto the pavement with the grace of a ballet dancer.

“Bad dog.” Good thing she didn’t have any kids, Marsha thought. She couldn’t even sound stern enough to convince a dog. Reaching her, it abased itself at her feet. She frowned down at it for a moment, then sighed and scooped it up in defeat. It was as light as if it had hollow bones, and warm and wriggly with gratitude. There was no way she could make it stay in the car with the window stuck open as it was. If she left it outside by itself, it might wander off or get run over or something. She was surprised by how much the thought of that bothered her. Already, it was like it was her dog.

The store had a rule against dogs. It also had a rule against bare feet. She had both, and she was going in anyway. What were they going to do, she thought with another spurt of her newfound defiance, have her arrested?

She ended up getting toothpaste and Oil of Olay and a box of Puppy Chow, which was the only kind of dog food they had. On impulse, she picked up a package of Twinkies from the display by the checkout. No Keith meant she could eat whatever she liked, and she liked Twinkies. A lot. The clerk, a kid with three earrings in one ear and a silver tongue stud, took her credit card without saying a word about the dog or her feet, which, she saw as she glanced down, looked so dirty that her toes curled in embarrassment against the cold linoleum. She could only hope the woman in line behind her was too intent on scanning the tabloid headlines to notice.

“Want me to add a lottery ticket to this?” The kid, having clearly just remembered that he was supposed to ask, paused in the act of scanning her card to look at her.

“No,” she said. There wasn’t any point. She wouldn’t win. She had never won anything in her life, not even a stuffed toy at the fair. Like the TV commercial said, somebody had to win, but as sure as God made little green apples it wouldn’t be her. She had to work hard for her money.

“I heard somebody over in Macon won LottoSouth last week,” the woman behind her said, reaching out to pat the dog, which wagged its tail in appreciation. “Twenty-four million.”

“Yeah, I heard that too. Must be nice.” Had she ever heard. Her friend Jeanine, whose sister lived in Macon and worked in the grocery that had sold the winning ticket, had told her. Marsha’s reaction had been to hang up the phone, run to the toilet and puke. Sometimes life was so unfair it hurt, but what was new about that? She smiled at the woman, who smiled back. The clerk handed Marsha her card. Tucking it inside her purse, she scribbled her name, picked up her bag and headed back out into the overheated night. Unsurprisingly, there were only two other cars in the parking lot besides the Taurus. At this time of night, Benton was, by and large, asleep.

In that, Benton was sort of like her. She was just beginning to realize that she’d been asleep for most of her life.

“You know, maybe we could move to Atlanta,” she said to the dog as she opened the car door and slid in behind the wheel. At the thought, which had just popped into her head out of nowhere, she felt an unfamiliar glimmer of excitement.

The dog, which had settled into the passenger seat, made a soft sound and came to its feet, watching her with a sudden fixed intensity that caused her to glance at it twice. Then she realized why it was looking at her like that: she’d just fished the Twinkies out of the bag. The dog was clearly a Twinkies junkie too.

“Hang on a minute.”

Holding the package one-handed, Marsha ripped it open with her teeth as she drove out of the lot. The sweetly intoxicating scent of the world’s ultimate junk food filled her nostrils. She took a bite—it was so good she thought she might die—then broke off a piece and passed it to the dog. The road was deserted, a narrow ribbon of black losing itself in the deeper blackness of the rural countryside as it led out of town. Except for the red glow of the last stoplight before she got to the turnoff to Sue’s, there was an almost complete absence of light. The Taurus could have been alone in the universe, she mused as she braked. This little three-stoplight town—was it really the best she could do in life? As she took another bite of the Twinkie, her head was suddenly full of thoughts of Atlanta. Marsha Hughes in the big city—wouldn’t that be something? She could make a whole new—

She sensed rather than saw it, felt rather than heard it: a movement in the backseat. The dog, scuttling backward so that its tucked-in tail was pressed up against the door, began to bark hysterically, its eyes fixed on something over her shoulder. Her heart leaped. Instinctively she started to glance around—and an arm whipped across her neck from behind. Giving a scared little cry that was almost immediately choked off, she grabbed at it with both hands. Her nails clawed desperately at sweaty, hairy male flesh. The smell—the smell—she remembered that smell. . . .

The sharp point of what she guessed was a knife pricked the skin below her ear. She went abruptly still. Eyes widening, she felt the warm slide of liquid down the side of her neck and realized that he had drawn blood. Gasping for air against the brutal hold that felt like it was crushing her throat, she broke into a cold sweat.

“I told you not to tell,” a hoarse voice whispered into her ear.

The hair stood up on the back of her neck. Everything—the barking dog, the changing stoplight, the night itself—receded as she realized who was in her backseat.

Horror turned her blood to ice.
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“HERE, PUP, PUP, PUP.”

The dog backed away, its white teeth showing in a near-silent snarl. The man looked at it with hate. It should be dead. When it had jumped over the front seat at him, he’d hit it hard enough to send it crashing into the rear windshield. Stunned, it had bounced off the windshield and dropped onto the seat beside him, landing on its side but struggling to get up, its feet feebly paddling the air as if it were trying to run. He had put his knife through it in a vicious downward chop even as he’d grabbed Marsha by the hair to keep her from leaping out of the car. The dog hadn’t moved after that. By the time he had Marsha under control again, its bloody little body had been limp. He had pushed it down onto the floor between the seats, and hadn’t thought about it again.

Until it had come flying out of the passenger side window just as he’d returned to the car after settling things up with Marsha.

For a moment, as it continued to snarl and back away, he contemplated just turning around and leaving it. Limping and dripping blood like it was, it didn’t look like it had a chance of surviving for long out here in the country. If it didn’t die of its injuries, likely the coyotes or some other predator would finish it off by morning. But still, it was a loose end. He’d already made up his mind that he wasn’t going to leave any more loose ends around. Once upon a time he had made the biggest mistake of his life by erring on the side of restraint. He wasn’t making that mistake again.

Not when all of a sudden he had so much to lose.

“Here, dog.”

Trying to sound pleasant, he crouched, snapping his fingers. The dog shivered and tucked its tail between its legs, watching him but keeping a safe distance.

Giving up after a few more tries, he had a thought and went back to the car to retrieve the Twinkie Marsha had been eating. One was squashed all over the driver’s seat, he discovered with a grimace as he opened the door, but there was another one still in its open package on the passenger side. Leaning in, he grabbed it. Then, Twinkie in hand, he headed back toward the dog.

“Here, dog,” he said in a honeyed tone as he approached, holding out the treat.

It started to bark hysterically.

For a moment he froze. The night was dark as Hades, the nearest house was unoccupied, and the chances of anybody hearing the damned animal were slim. But still the sound grated at him, made him jumpy, had him looking all around.

“Shut up,” he ordered, then as it kept barking he lost his head and lunged threateningly at it. The dog jumped away, barking even more shrilly. This is stupid, he thought, and threw the Twinkie at it.

Then he got into the car and floored the gas, sending showers of dirt shooting skyward as he did his best to run the ugly little thing down.

Yelping, it dodged and scuttled away, scooting under a fence as he sent the Taurus roaring after it. He slammed on the brakes just in time to keep from hitting the fence, cursing as the dog disappeared in a sea of tall corn.

So it got away, he told himself savagely as he nosed the Taurus back onto the road a little while later. So what? It would probably be dead by morning. Anyway, it wasn’t a loose end he was leaving behind, not really. It was just a damned dog.
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June 28

“I HEAR YOU TWO had a fight.”

Matt Converse watched the boyfriend’s eyes. They flicked away, came back almost immediately. The guy—Keith Kenan, thirty-six years old, one divorce, employed on the line at Honda for five years and resident of Benton for that same period, clean police record except for one brawl over in Savannah two years back and a couple of old DUIs—was nervous. Nervous didn’t always equal guilt, but it bore watching.

“Who told you that?”

Matt shrugged noncommittally.

“So what if we did? That don’t mean anything. Everybody has fights.” Kenan’s tone was defensive. He was getting agitated. Matt observed the quickening of his breathing, the tightening of his jaw, the narrowing of his eyes, with clinical detachment. Kenan was a big, burly guy with a dark blond buzz cut, smallish pale blue eyes, and a tattoo of a heart pierced by a dagger on one pumped-up biceps, which was bared by the ratty tank top he was wearing with black nylon gym shorts. The two of them were standing in the combination living/dining room of the apartment Kenan shared with Marsha Hughes.

Correction: had shared. Marsha Hughes had been missing for just over a week. This was Matt’s second conversation with Kenan. He’d first talked to him five days ago, after one of Marsha’s friends at work had become concerned enough about her unexplained absence to report it to the sheriff’s department.

“Everybody has fights,” Matt conceded. Kenan started to pace. Matt took advantage of his distraction to glance around. Except for a single meal’s worth of dishes on the diningroom table—apparently the previous night’s supper because, upon answering the door, Kenan had complained about being rousted from bed—the apartment was neat. Furniture by Sam’s Club or Wal-Mart. Worn green carpet. Gold drapes drawn against the bright morning sun. Walls painted white, hung with a few nondescript prints. As far as he could tell, nothing out of the ordinary. No telltale brown stains on the carpet. No suspicious dark spatters on the walls. No corpse sticking out from under the couch.

Matt’s mouth quirked wryly. If it were only that easy.

“Look, Sheriff, I ain’t stupid. I know what you’re getting at,” Kenan burst out, turning to face him. “I didn’t lay a hand on Marsha, I swear.”

“Nobody’s saying you did.” Matt’s voice was calm, his demeanor nonconfrontational. No point in provoking Kenan by escalating the discussion into more than it needed to be at this stage of the investigation. It was still quite possible that Marsha had left on her own; she could turn up alive and well somewhere at any minute. On the other hand, he didn’t like the feel of things. Call it instinct, call it applied common sense, call it whatever you wanted, but he didn’t think that a woman who’d lived in the area most of her life, who’d shown up like clockwork since she’d started at the Winn-Dixie eight years ago, who had regular habits and a good number of friends, would light out to parts unknown without letting somebody know.

“She just took off,” Kenan said. “She got in her car and took off. That’s what happened. That’s it.”

Matt took his time. “Mind telling me what the fight was about?”

Kenan looked harassed. “Baloney, all right? I had some baloney in the refrigerator and it was gone when I got home from work and went to make a sandwich. Turns out she’d fed it to a damned dog.” He took a deep breath. “It was stupid. Just one of those stupid things.”

Over Kenan’s shoulder, Matt watched his deputy, Antonio Johnson, emerge from the bathroom down the hall. Antonio would turn fifty in two weeks. He was black, a little less than six feet tall and nearly as wide, built like a linebacker gone to seed. He had a bulldog’s pugnacious face, a more or less permanent scowl, and basically looked like a thug in deputy’s uniform. He had asked to use the john right after Kenan had let them in, as a way of getting a look at the areas of the apartment the sheriff or his deputy were not normally allowed to see without benefit of a search warrant. It was a ploy they had used before, and would use again. Sometimes it netted them valuable information. Today, apparently, they weren’t going to be so lucky. Antonio replied to his questioning look with a negative jerk of the head.

“Thanks,” Antonio said to Kenan as he joined them in the living room. Kenan nodded, then glanced back at Matt.

“I didn’t do nothing to her,” he said, wetting his lips. “I swear to God.”

Matt looked at him. Kenan held his gaze.

“You mean besides yell at her,” Matt said agreeably. “And chase her down the stairs and out of the building. Isn’t that what happened that night?”

Kenan didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. The breath he sucked in through his teeth was as much confirmation as Matt needed this side of the courtroom.

“Might as well give it up,” Antonio said, folding his arms across his massive chest and glowering at Kenan. “We know.”

Matt barely stopped himself from casting his deputy a wry glance. What they knew was basically what Kenan and the neighbors had already told them: Marsha Hughes had had a fight with him, had left or been chased from the apartment and had not been seen by anyone important to her since. Without any kind of solid evidence that Marsha had come to harm, what they knew didn’t amount to a hill of beans. There was no case. But Antonio was an optimist. He was always thinking that if he applied enough pressure, potential suspects would crack, confessing all and saving everybody concerned a boatload of time and trouble.

Sometimes it even worked.

Kenan’s expression changed. His lip curled angrily as his eyes slashed to Matt. “I saw you talking to that damned Myer woman the other day. Stayin’ home all the time, claiming she hurt her back and can’t work, getting her kicks butting into other people’s business.” His voice was tight with resentment. “She’s the one who told you that, right?”

“Actually, everybody in the building who was home that night pretty much says the same thing.” Matt’s demeanor was still mild, still neutral, although he made a mental note to keep an eye on Audrey Myer, who had indeed been the primary source of his information, in case Kenan should live up to his hair color and try something stupid. Reaching for a brass-framed picture of Kenan with Marsha, whom he recognized from a photo he’d collected for identification purposes on his first visit to the apartment, Matt paused and glanced at Kenan before picking it up. “Do you mind?”

“Help yourself.” The tension in his voice was still palpable.

Matt picked up the picture and made a show of examining it. It was a snapshot rather than a formal portrait, obviously taken at a fair or amusement park, showing the two of them dressed up in old-fashioned clothes, including a big picture hat for Marsha that hid most of her red hair. They were grinning at the camera, their arms around each other, clearly on good terms at that moment.

At another moment, had Kenan killed her?

“Good-looking woman,” he said, putting the picture back down on the end table. His gaze slid to Kenan again. “You must be worried sick about her.”

The point being that so far Kenan had shown no sign of being unduly concerned over Marsha’s fate. Chalk up one more red flag. Of course, it was possible that Kenan was a still-waters-run-deep type, with a lot more going on beneath the surface than Matt had been able to discern. It was also possible that Kenan simply wasn’t all that sorry she was gone, which still didn’t make him guilty of a crime.

The thing about it was, Matt wasn’t even a hundred percent sure that a crime had been committed here. His gut instinct said that Marsha Hughes’s prospects for turning up unharmed did not look good, but then, his gut instinct had steered him wrong before.

“I am,” Kenan said. Belligerently.

Matt took note of the tone, of the clenching of Kenan’s fists, the reddening of his face.

“You’ve been known to hit her.” Matt’s voice was almost gentle. His purpose was to uncover information, not to accuse.

“Who told you that?” Kenan responded. He was breathing heavily even though he was no longer pacing.

Matt shrugged.

“Goddamned nosy-ass neighbors.” A muscle in his jaw worked. His stance had shifted, become aggressive, with legs braced apart, shoulders rigid, fists clenched into tight bunches by his sides. His eyes were hard as they met Matt’s. “Look, like I said, we had fights. Marsha’s no angel, either. Anything I did to her, believe me, she gave as good as she got.”

“Did you hit her the night she disappeared?”

“No! No. I didn’t touch her. She left, all right? We had a fight and she left. She got in her car and I watched her drive away. That’s the last time I saw her.”

Antonio made a skeptical sound that was not quite under his breath. Kenan’s gaze swung around to him. The look Kenan gave him was tense, angry. The interview was teetering on the brink of turning ugly, Matt realized. Pushing Kenan to the point of clamming up and calling a lawyer would be counterproductive. Time to hang it up for now.

“Well, thanks for your cooperation. We’ll be in touch,” Matt said, offering his hand before the encounter deteriorated irredeemably. After the briefest of hesitations, Kenan shook it. Antonio shook hands, too. It was clear from the expression on his face that he did so with reluctance. Making nice with those he considered bad guys was not one of Antonio’s strong suits.

Antonio tended to take crime personally. Matt had spent a considerable amount of time in the two years since he’d been elected Screven County Sheriff dissuading Antonio from breaking people’s arms and legs. Figuratively speaking, of course. At least, most of the time it was figurative.

Suppressing a sigh, Matt turned to the door, then glanced back over his shoulder with his hand on the knob as if he’d just remembered something.

“Just so you know: we’ve got an APB out on her car, and her picture and stats have been sent to every law enforcement agency in the Southeast. Plus we’re still running down a few leads locally. We’ll find her.”

His tone was deliberately confident; if Kenan really was concerned about his girlfriend’s fate, it should provide some small degree of reassurance.

On the other hand, if he wasn’t revealing any concern because he knew very well where Marsha was, having personally put her there, it should worry him.

Either way worked.

“Yeah, we’ll find her.” Antonio turned it into a threat as he followed Matt out into the stuffy upstairs hallway.

Kenan closed the door behind them without another word. The sound, louder than it needed to be, echoed off the concrete-block walls.

“Think you could tone the hostility down a notch?” Matt asked as they took the stairs.

“We got him. That’s our man right there. The guy’s an asshole.”

It was hot in the stairwell; the sound of their shoes hitting the metal treads echoed around their ears.

“Last time I checked, being an asshole wasn’t a crime. As for any evidence against him, we don’t have diddly-squat.”

“He has a history of beating up on her. She was scared enough of him the night she disappeared to run out of their apartment. He chased her outside. We’ve got half a dozen witnesses ready to swear to that. Nobody’s seen her since. What more do you want?”

“A lot,” Matt said dryly, pushing open the door and walking out into the sweltering heat. There’d been a whole string of hellishly hot days like this, nine or ten together. It was ninety-nine in the shade, and humid. He’d seen it before—the heat made people crazy. There’d been more crimes, petty and otherwise, in the last two weeks than there had been in the previous six months. His eight-man department was swamped. They were all working pretty much around the clock, himself included. Today he’d been fighting crime since five A.M., when Anson Jarboe had tried to sneak into his house after an all-night bender and been surprised by his wife, who’d been waiting in their darkened living room with a baseball bat. Anson’s shrieks as she’d given him what for had roused the neighbors, and the neighbors had called the sheriff. It was now five past eleven, and he knew from experience that the day—a Friday—was just getting underway. After people got off work, the county would really start to hop.

All he wanted to do tonight was sit in his air-conditioned house in front of the TV set with a cold beer in one hand and the remote in the other; there was a baseball game he was dying to catch.

Fat chance of that.

“Well, I—” Antonio began, then broke off, a grin splitting his homely face from ear to ear. Alarmed, Matt glanced around to see what had prompted such an uncharacteristic display of glee from his typically stone-faced deputy. When his gaze lit on the cause, he barely managed to swallow a groan. He’d known it had to be bad to wrest that kind of grin out of Antonio, but this wasn’t just bad—it was awful.

“Oh, Matt, there you are!” Shelby Holcomb’s face brightened as she spotted him. Waving, her face wreathed in smiles, she straightened up from peering into the window of his official car and headed toward him.

“Hey, Shelby,” he answered, his pace slowing.

Undeterred by his clear lack of enthusiasm, she kept on coming. Slim and attractive at thirty-two, a Benton native who had moved back to town four years before to take over the local Century 21 franchise, Shelby had twisted her honey-blond hair up in some kind of fancy-looking roll at the back of her head as her sole nod to the heat. Her makeup was on in full force, down to the bright red lipstick that gleamed as the sun hit it. She even had on a suit, for crying out loud, a powder blue number with a short skirt and elbow-length sleeves, which he guessed was no big deal for Shelby despite the soaring temperature because the woman never seemed to break a sweat. Buttoned up the front, it exposed what Shelby no doubt considered an effective but tasteful amount of cleavage. She had on hose, and heels, and was carrying that damned notebook she was using as her latest weapon in the war of conquest she was waging. Not that he was about to fall anytime soon.

She’d been chasing him for years. Last summer, in what was one of the many brain-dead episodes that continued to distinguish his existence, he’d made the mistake of letting her catch him for a while. They’d hung out, had fun, gone to some parties, the movies, Savannah for dinner a couple of times. All in all, they’d had a good time. Then Shelby had started reading magazines with titles like June Bride and dragging him into jewelry stores and otherwise giving off all kinds of vibes that she was starting to pair him with “forever” in her mind.

Forever gave him nightmares. Forever wasn’t in his game plan. Forever and a woman? Not happening. At least, not anytime in the foreseeable future. Just the idea of being tied down to a wife and kids and a mortgage made him break out in a cold sweat.

He’d had enough responsibility in his thirty-three years to last him the rest of his life. No way was he taking on more when he was right on the brink of working his way free.

He’d come out with some lame speech in which not rushing things and her being way too good for him and his needing space had been the dominant themes. Then he’d run for the hills. She’d been gunning for him ever since.

“Matt!”

That voice was even more familiar than Shelby’s, and came with its own set of worries. It belonged to Erin, the oldest of his responsibilities. He turned his head and spotted his sister as she popped out of the passenger seat of Shelby’s red Honda, which was parked behind his cruiser. A recent graduate of the University of Georgia, she was twenty-two, petite and pretty with short, tousled black hair and a mischievous grin, which at the moment beamed full-wattage at him. As their eyes met over the roof of the car, he couldn’t help grinning back at her, albeit a little ruefully. Erin, blast her sweet but troublemaking little hide, had gone and gotten herself engaged to Shelby’s younger brother, Collin, who had set up a law practice in Benton the previous year. As Matt was paying for the wedding as well as giving the bride away and Shelby had taken upon herself the task of organizing the event, the opportunities for Shelby to hound him had multiplied exponentially. It seemed like everywhere he went lately she turned up.

“Yo, Erin,” he said with a touch of reproof. His sister knew Shelby was after him, and like the rest of his family—along with half the damned county—seemed determined to do her bit to help shoo him into the trap.

“I just wanted to get your opinion before I ordered the flowers.” Shelby smiled at him with determined charm. Matt obediently stopped walking as she reached him and looked down at the notebook, which she was flipping open practically under his nose. He’d been through this drill before: she showed him something—a picture, an estimate, a list—and he nodded and said, “Looks great.” Then she did what she wanted—with his money.

It was expensive, but easier and safer than arguing.

This time, however, the amount in question was so high that he protested before he thought.

“Fifteen hundred dollars? For flowers?” He met Shelby’s eyes. They smiled meltingly into his. Her lips parted. Her lashes fluttered. Alarmed, he dropped his gaze back down to the price list.

“I told her it was too much.” Apology in her voice, Erin joined them. She was wearing short white shorts that showed way too much of her tanned legs, in Matt’s opinion, and a lime green halter top that molded her ample breasts. Looking her up and down with a gathering frown, he made a mental note to have a chat with her sometime in the near future about the advantages of leaving something to the imagination. She apparently read his mind, or his expression, because as she met his gaze her grin returned and she gave a teasing little wriggle that set her breasts to jiggling.

He frowned at her, she wrinkled her nose at him, and they engaged in a potent but silent exchange of opinions as visions of convents filled his head. Then the sheer ridiculousness of the situation occurred to him. Somewhere, he thought, angels must be snickering at the idea that he, of all people, had wound up with three increasingly babelicious girls to shepherd into womanhood. It had to have been the cosmic joke of the century.

“It is a lot.” Shelby sounded apologetic too as she curled surprisingly strong fingers around his elbow. “But I don’t think the florist is being unreasonable. You have to consider that besides the bride’s bouquet, we need nosegays for the bridesmaids, and boutonnieres for Collin and the groomsmen, and flowers for the church and centerpieces for the tables at the reception and—”

“Whatever you think,” Matt interrupted, feeling hunted. His uniform was khaki, long pants, short-sleeved shirt, and Shelby was taking full advantage of the looseness of his shirt sleeve to slip her hand right up under there to caress his biceps. The feel of her soft, meticulously manicured hand sliding across his overheated skin was enough to make him remember that he hadn’t gotten laid since he’d fled her bed at the end of March. Which was exactly what she had intended, he was pretty sure.

Antonio crossed his arms over his chest, looking thoughtful. “When Rose got married”—Rose was the younger of his two daughters—“I told her that she could choose between the flowers she wanted or the down payment on a new car. That’s how much the flowers were.”

“So what did she choose?” Matt asked, slightly interested.

“The flowers. Can you believe it?” Antonio shook his head at the folly of women.

“My idea is that we should just do the flowers ourselves,” Erin said, giving Matt a wicked smile that told him she knew where Shelby’s hand was. “We could get the cost down to five hundred dollars and still have practically the same thing.”

“Whatever you think,” Matt said again, desperate to end the conversation. The only thing worse than being kept abreast of every little detail of his sister’s wedding plans was being stalked by Shelby at the same time. He hadn’t realized it while they’d been seeing each other, but the woman had the tenacity of a bulldog; once she got her teeth into something, she never willingly let go.

More fool he for letting her sink her teeth into him in the first place.

The cell phone clipped to Matt’s belt began to ring. He had a pager, but it could only be accessed by an employee of the sheriff’s department. Many of his friends, neighbors, relatives and other assorted county residents preferred to bypass the whole official process and call him on his personal line. At least answering it provided an excuse for him to step away from Shelby without making his discomfort with what she was doing obvious. She looked after him in transparent disappointment as her discreetly dislodged hand dropped to her side.

Thank God Erin’s wedding was only a little over three weeks away, Matt thought. He was starting to feel harassed to the max. On top of everything else, playing cat and mouse with Shelby without saying or doing something that would hurt Erin’s relationship with her new family was getting old fast. It was no damn fun being the mouse.

“Got to go,” Matt said as he hung up, feeling relieved and doing his best to hide it. He looked at Antonio. “Mrs. Hayden’s out walking her dog down Route 1 again.”

Antonio made a face.

“So what’s wrong with that?” Erin looked from one to the other of them with a mystified frown.

“All she’s wearing are her shoes and a big sun hat,” Matt clarified. Mrs. Hayden was ninety if she was a day, and growing increasingly forgetful. Lately she had tended to forget to put on her clothes. This was the fourth time since the weather had turned nice in March that they’d gotten a call from a scandalized driver reporting that she was strolling naked alongside the road as her equally ancient shih tzu snuffled at grass clumps from the end of a leash.

“Can’t somebody else deal with it?” Shelby asked with a hint of impatience, tapping her fingers against the cover of the notebook as if that were the most important thing in the world.

“She likes Matt,” Antonio said, grinning again. Matt was beginning to realize that lately a great many of his deputy’s rare grins were being had at his expense. “If any of the rest of us come near her, she clobbers us with her hat. She lets Matt take her home.”

Erin chortled. Shelby looked disgusted.

“See ya,” said Matt, taking full advantage of what he could only regard as a heaven-sent opportunity to escape. He never would have thought it possible, but he found as he retreated in good order to his cruiser that today he was actually grateful for having been personally notified that Mrs. Hayden was having one of her more bizarre senior moments again. He’d rather deal with a naked nonagenarian than a love-thwarted thirty-something any day of the week.

With Antonio riding shotgun, he lifted a hand in farewell to his sister and his ex-girlfriend, then drove out of the parking lot.

The question of Marsha Hughes’s whereabouts was temporarily put on the back burner as he sped off to make the county safe from the hazards posed by dotty old ladies.
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June 29

ON THIS RAINY MIDNIGHT, Benton was as steamy as the inside of a hot shower. It was as dark and haunted feeling as a dungeon. It was also, Carly Linton discovered as she paused to catch her breath beside the huge birch that had anchored the front yard for as long as she could remember, not quite as dead asleep as such a small town should have been at so late an hour. One person at least was awake, and she was looking right at him—or, rather, part of him.

Nice butt, was her first thought, as, muscular and tight and hugged by a pair of well-worn jeans, the butt in question moved into her line of vision. Not that she was into noticing men’s butts. Not anymore. Since her divorce she’d felt more like kicking them than drooling over them, nice or not. The state of the butt was merely a fleeting observation, made in passing, as the beam of her flashlight locked onto a man on all fours backing out of the crawl space beneath the front porch of her grandmother’s house. Correction, her house now. Her grandmother had been dead for more than three years, and the turreted Victorian mansion, which Carly had inherited, had been empty since Miss Virgie Smith, who’d been renting the place, had moved into an assisted-living home in Atlanta two months before. By all rights it should have been empty still. As in, no one living there, no one home, no one crawling out from beneath the dilapidated porch. Typical of the way her luck had been running lately that it was not.

Freezing in her tracks, her flashlight still trained on the baffling butt, Carly considered her options.

“Christ almighty, is that a burglar?” Sandra whispered, stopping dead beside her. Five foot ten in her bare feet, admitting to 250 pounds (which was sort of like five-foot, two-inch Carly admitting to 100, a nice lie that was quite a few pounds south of the truth), black and proud, Sandra possessed a truly formidable physical presence that should have provided some comfort under the circumstances. Unfortunately, Carly was all too well aware that beneath her employee/business partner/good friend’s intimidating exterior lurked the soul of a Martha Stewart. And not a kick-ass Martha Stewart either. A soft and cuddly Martha Stewart. A Martha Stewart whose fight or flight instinct was irretrievably set on flight.

“We don’t have burglars in Benton,” Carly whispered back, nearly dropping the flashlight as she fumbled desperately to turn it off before the beam could give their presence away. Scant seconds after she succeeded, the man’s shoulders emerged from the blackness underneath the porch, followed in due and predictable course by his head.

“Then who is he?” Sandra sounded unconvinced. The cardboard moving box full of pots and pans that she’d been carrying now rested at her feet. Carly had been so focused on the man that she hadn’t even realized Sandra had set her precious cooking utensils down in the wet grass. Her own less docile cargo squirmed indignantly in her arms. Hugo hated to be carried; he considered it beneath his dignity. Carly tightened her hold on the huge Himalayan cat and prayed he wouldn’t let out an untimely yowl.

“A plumber? The Orkin man? How the heck should I know?”

The night was humid and airless in the aftermath of the fierce summer storm that had just passed. A wet earthy smell that Carly always associated with rainy nights in Georgia hung in the air. Still-dripping leaves and eaves combined with the piccolo piping of a host of unseen tree frogs to cover their whispered conversation. From behind shifting clouds a pale sickle moon appeared, providing just enough light to enable Carly to see the tall form of the intruder come lithely to his feet.

In one hand, its ominous shape unmistakable despite the darkness, he held an evil-looking black pistol.

“That’s it. I’m calling nine-one-one.” Sandra rooted in the bright plastic tote bag that served as her purse and came up with her cell phone, which she flipped open.

“We don’t have nine-one-one service in Benton.”

“Shee-it.” Sandra stopped punching numbers, closed the phone and rolled her eyes at Carly. “You got anything in Benton besides spooky old houses and scary men with guns?”

“We have a McDonald’s. And a Pizza Hut.” Both were recent arrivals of which her small hometown’s chamber of commerce was justly proud.

“Oh, that’s great. How about I just go ahead and call one of them?” Sandra shook her head in disgust. “I don’t want to eat, fool. I want to be saved from the man with the gun. What about a fire department? They save cats from trees.”

“In Benton if we need help we call the state police. Or the sheriff.”

“Number?” Sandra flipped open her phone again.

“No clue.”

They were backing away as they spoke. Carly moved carefully, mindful of lurking tree roots, her sneakers sliding a little on the slippery ground, her eyes never leaving the maybe-burglar. Clearly unaware of their presence, he stood with his back to them, seeming to focus on the huge dark shape that was the barn, which was just visible behind the house. The yard was as neglected as the rest of the property, the grass and bushes overgrown, the leaves unraked from the previous fall, which made the footing even trickier, especially since they were moving downhill. Situated at the western edge of town atop a wooded knoll some distance from its nearest neighbor, the Beadle Mansion, as the house was known thanks to its original owner, did not even possess its own driveway. Their vehicle, a bright orange U-Haul, which they had driven straight through from Chicago, was parked beside the narrow blacktop road that curled around the base of the hill. Reaching it without alerting the man to their presence should be doable. Getting inside and driving away without being spotted was a whole nother basket of bread rolls.

Sandra’s cell phone snapped shut with a tiny sound that spoke of pure disgust. The man started walking away from them toward the corner of the house as if he might be headed for the barn. Carly stuck the flashlight into the front pocket of her jeans and tightened her grip on Hugo, who growled in protest. Poor cat, he hadn’t liked the trip, he hadn’t liked the rain, and he never liked being held against his will. He was going to like what was coming next less than all of it put together. In preparation, the fingers of her left hand locked around his front legs like kitty handcuffs, and her right forearm, on which his squirmy twenty-pound bulk rested, clamped him like a hotly contested football against her side.

Ready now, Carly glanced at Sandra. “I don’t know about you, but I vote we get while the getting’s good.”

“I hear you.”

Before they could execute the required about-face, a totally unexpected sound shattered the peace of the night. Loud as a siren, it seemed to go off right in their faces; both women jumped about three feet in the air. Under the circumstances, the shrilling tones were a little less welcome than a cloud of angry yellowjackets. Aghast, Carly realized even as her feet touched down again that the noise seemed to be coming from Sandra. Or, to be more precise, from Sandra’s phone.

“Shut it up! Turn it off!” Carly instinctively grabbed for the electronic traitor even as Sandra, staring down at the shrieking thing in her hand with as much horror as if it had suddenly morphed into a writhing snake, flipped it open and started punching buttons in a frantic effort to comply. Carly’s grab dislodged the phone. It somersaulted through the air to land smack at her own feet. From its new location it emitted another of its hideous blasts. Then another. And another. Frozen to the spot, she was too rattled to do anything except stare at it with dropped jaw and saucer eyes.

“Who’s there?” The challenge, issued in a raised voice, held a menacing note, and it snapped Carly’s appalled gaze up again. The man was no longer walking away. Though the darkness obscured much about his appearance, it was clear that he had turned around. In fact, though she and Sandra were now at least a quarter of the way back down the slope and partially concealed by soggy foliage, he seemed to be looking in their direction—damn that stupid phone anyway!—and the hand holding the gun was definitely in motion. It was rising. More to the point, the gun was rising with it—and it was turning their way.

Carly’s stomach dropped like a broken elevator.

“Shit,” Sandra said, summing up the situation perfectly. As one, the two of them pivoted and bolted for the U-Haul.

“Hold it right there!”

The command slowed neither Carly nor Sandra by so much as a whisker. Heart pumping a mile a minute, hanging on to a now-struggling Hugo for all she was worth, Carly ran for her life. Sandra, arms and legs moving like pistons, her black leggings and oversized black tee shirt making her little more than a rapidly vanishing blur as she tore down the hill, shot past her, opening a commanding lead.

Who knew? Carly lost focus long enough to marvel that normally indolent Sandra had it in her to move that fast. Then she thrust the thought aside, and put heart and soul into saving herself and her ungrateful cat. In other words, she tightened her death grip on writhing, clawing Hugo, put her head down, and ran.

Was he coming after them? Even as she ducked low-hanging branches and slithered on slimy moss, the prospect sent icy prickles down Carly’s spine. Worse, was he staying put, but taking careful aim as a prelude to shooting one of them in the back? Which, given the way her life had been going lately, would be her, of course. Thanks to Sandra’s unexpected burst of speed, she was closer to the prospective shooter, and in her jeans and yellow tee shirt undoubtedly a far more visible target. Carly cringed as she tried not to imagine what it would feel like to have her spine drilled by a bullet.

“You there! Stop!”

Not in this life. Gasping for breath, Carly ran faster. Her heart pounded as if it were determined to beat its way out of her chest. Blood thundered in her ears. The shout had sounded closer—hadn’t it? Where was he? Were those his footsteps she heard thudding behind her now that the damned telltale phone had finally stopped ringing? Or was it her own pulse pounding?

Unable to resist a lightning glance back that showed her exactly nothing except a whole lot of night, she stumbled over a root. She’d felt the flashlight being jarred looser and looser with every step; now it fell, hitting the ground beside her feet. It rolled, she stepped on it, and suddenly she was about as stable as a hog on ice. Hugo, taking despicable advantage of the situation, chose that moment to push off against her side with a powerful thrust of his hind legs. Thrown even more off balance, she snatched after him and came up empty. Plumy white tail waving triumphantly, he shot away from her.

“Hu—oomph!”

Windmilling, calling after Hugo, she never even heard it coming: something hit her from behind with the force of a speeding truck. Slamming nose first into the soggy ground at the foot of a stand of dripping live oaks, she realized that she had been tackled.

By the man with the gun. His arms locked around her hips, his head thudded like a dropped bowling ball into the curve of her back, and the crushing weight of his torso pinned her legs to the ground.

Carly screamed. Well, squeaked was more like it, because right at that moment she couldn’t draw enough breath into her flattened lungs for an honest-to-God scream. Her flight or fight instinct, now that flight had been so rudely eliminated, switched to fight in an instant. Fueled by adrenaline, she twisted violently onto her back and in the process almost succeeded in dislodging him. Almost was the operative word, though, and it wasn’t enough. A hard-breathing, featureless shadow in the dark beneath the trees, he grabbed her again before she could wriggle away. Locking one hand in her waistband, he gave an almighty yank. Thank God the metal button held; snug to begin with—she had never thought she’d live to be grateful for having gained seven pounds from the stress of the divorce—the jeans didn’t budge. But she did. Her whole body slid several inches in the wrong direction, and suddenly his head was at the approximate level of her crotch. She was excruciatingly aware of his hand, warm and rough as it slid across the silky bare skin of her stomach. A wave of horror hit her; it didn’t take a genius to figure out what he had in mind.

“No, no, no!” Carly went into a frenzy, beating at his head and shoulders with her fists, ramming her knees into his chest, digging her heels into the rain-softened earth. She had borne much over the last few months, but she couldn’t bear this. She had to get away, had to get away, had to get away. . . .

“Let me go! You let me go! Help! Sandra! Somebody!”

The volume of her gasping cries would have shamed a cornered mouse, she realized with despair. He said something, the tone of it harsh and guttural, but she was beyond making sense of mere words. Her heart pounded so hard that it could have been playing drummer for Ozzy Osbourne. Her throat was dry as cat kibble. Terror tasted like aluminum foil in her mouth. She was facing rape, death, probably both together, and she didn’t know why she was even surprised. Her life had been in the toilet for at least the last two years, and every time she thought things couldn’t get worse it took a header into an even deeper, smellier part of the pit. But this—this was crossing the line. It was too much. It was the proverbial straw that broke the poor, pathetic, long-suffering camel’s back. God or fate or whoever was running the circus up there was hereby put on notice: Carly Linton was mad as hell, and she wasn’t going to take it anymore.

Summoning her last reserves of strength and determination, she channeled her inner Mike Tyson and contorted like a pretzel as she went for his ear with her teeth. He dodged in the nick of time, and what she got for her efforts was a head-butt to the nose. Falling back, eyes watering with pain, she changed channels but continued to fight. The slippery wetness of the ground beneath them helped her, hindered him. Wriggling like a worm on a hook, kicking at him, finally using the fortuitous contact of her foot against his shoulder as impetus, she managed to get free, and swarmed backward in a frantic belly-up crawl. He surged after her, grabbing her around the knees. At this recapture she screamed like a steam whistle—thank God her lungs were functioning at full capacity again!—and yanked one leg free, kicking him as hard as she could in the head.

“Goddammit,” he roared, rearing up with a shake of his head. Before she could react he lunged forward again and dropped on top of her, flattening her beneath him. The breath went out of her with the force of a blown tire. Sprawled and winded, she bucked feebly in an effort to throw him off. Fully atop her now, he was too heavy to budge. Her right hand was pinned between their bodies—useless. Even as she tried to yank it free, she abandoned Iron Mike in favor of Catwoman and went for his eyes with her free hand, fingers curved, nails ready. She was not going to go gentle into that good night—or whatever else this thug had in mind for her.

“Scratch me, and I’ll make you sorry you were ever born,” he snarled, locking a hand around her wrist in midair and bringing it into forceful contact with the wet ground, where he pinned it. She was all but immobile now, but still she refused to give up. With the thumb and forefinger of her trapped hand she managed to get in a vicious pinch to the meaty part of his chest. He yelped and delved between them for her other hand. Resisting, she bucked and screamed again, right in his face.

Their battle had taken them out of the oaks’ shadow into the open. The moonlight fell on his face, and as he grimaced in the wake of her air-horn-worthy blast, she got her first good look at him. Her eyes widened, her jaw dropped, and just like that the fight went out of her. Lying sprawled beneath her attacker’s approximately two-hundred-pound weight, she felt oddly boneless, and realized that this was what it meant to be limp with relief.

“Matt Converse, what do you think you’re doing?” she demanded furiously.

He froze. His eyes met hers, and his brows snapped together.

“Carly?” He sounded doubtful.

“Yes, Carly.” There was bite to her voice. Even as she sucked in a much-needed breath, memories of the last time she’d lain beneath him like this rushed back at her, about as welcome as a rubber check.

“Jesus, you’ve got boobs.”

His hand, with hers flattened beneath it, rested partly on top of her right one. She could feel his fingers flexing, gauging the curve of her breast. She yanked her hand free—and he copped a feel. Last time his hand had been wrapped around her breast she’d barely filled an A cup. Now she was a lush and lovely C, thanks to years of exercises and creams and good living and—all right, about five thousand dollars’ worth of implants. Not that she meant to tell him that.

“Yeah, well, boobs happen.” She glowered at him. Lucky for him his hand had slid on out from between them or she would have slapped him into next week. She owed him a slap. Had owed him for twelve years. She was practically itching to pay up.

“And you’re blond.” He was sounding mildly stupefied. His gaze was on her shoulder-length, stick-straight, stylishly choppy platinum blond hair. Its natural state was a wildly curly mouse brown, as he well knew.

“Blond happens too. Want to get off me now? At least, I’m assuming the rape’s off, since it turns out we know each other.”

“Rape?” He snorted. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Is that what you thought?”

“You know, I don’t know why, but when some guy tackles me in the dark and starts feeling me up, rape tends to be one of the possibilities that enters my mind.”

Her words dripped sarcasm. His mouth quirked into the slightest of smiles.

“Curls, is that really you?” Seemingly in no hurry to move, he propped himself up on his elbows as the nickname he’d bestowed on her years before took her back to places she didn’t want to go. With his dead weight still pinning her to the ground, he did a quick visual inventory of each feature. It galled her to realize that any claim to beauty she might under better circumstances have possessed had been done in by an unfortunate combination of the weather, the lateness of the hour, the marathon drive she’d just endured, and her lingering depression over the implosion of her entire, carefully constructed life. Since she’d been driving, she’d washed her face with plain old liquid rest-room soap and water at the last pit stop in an effort to keep awake, which meant she had no defenses left. What he was seeing was her face just as he no doubt remembered it: the same unadorned blue eyes, the same freckled and sure-to-be-shiny snub nose, the same too-wide, bare-except-for-Chapstick mouth. Her face, without blush to shape it, was still more round than oval, her neglected eyebrows were once again well on their way to reverting to unibrow mode, and, in a complete antithesis of the woman she’d become over the last dozen years, not a trace of tinted moisturizer remained on her face to stand between him and the unvarnished truth. This circumstance did not make her feel any more kindly toward him; in fact, it increased the vitriol factor about a hundredfold. As their eyes met again, she scowled. In response, his smile widened into a full-fledged grin.

“Baby, you’ve changed. And not just with the boobs and the hair. Way back when, you used to be sweet.”

The teasing infuriated her all over again. If he had forgotten the most recent chapter in the history of their acquaintance, she had not.

“Way back when, I used to be a lot of things—like stupid. Very, very stupid. Now get off—”

She never finished. A copper-bottomed saucepan interrupted her as it came swooping out of the darkness like a navigation-impaired bat to crash with a sickening thunk into the back of his head.
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“DAMN IT!” Matt yelled, grabbing his head and rolling.

“Run, Carly!” Brandishing the saucepan, Sandra was dancing around in the darkness as if someone had poured hot coals into her shoes. “Don’t you move. I’ll hit you again,” she said threateningly to Matt as he started to sit up. “See if I don’t. I’ll hit you again.”

“Sandra, no!” Carly shrieked as Matt, cursing, arms wrapped around his head, sat up beside her anyway and the saucepan swooped down again. Matt ducked just in time. The pan’s copper bottom flashed harmlessly past his cowering shoulder. “He’s a friend.”

Although friend wasn’t quite the right word to describe the role Matt had played in her life. And it certainly didn’t cover her feelings for him now. The lonely little girl who had hero-worshiped the three-years-older boy was long gone. She had grown up, and in the process had painfully discovered that the swaggering black-haired youth she’d thought hung the moon was just one more in a long line of untrustworthy male rats.

“What?” Sandra looked at her, hesitating, the saucepan poised for another swing.

Matt dared an upward glance and grabbed it, yanking it away from Sandra with a disgusted sound.

“Whoops,” Sandra said, backing away.

“It’s okay.” Carly scrambled to her feet. She felt a little shaky from the aborted battle, and her entire back side from her shoulders to her knees was damp, but as she looked down at Matt sitting on the ground with the saucepan beside him and his long fingers gingerly exploring the back of his head, a smile began to tug at the corners of her mouth. “He’s stupid but harmless. Sandra, meet Matt Converse. Matt, this is Sandra Kaminski.”

“Uh, pleased to meet you,” Sandra said, nervously eyeing Matt.

Still feeling the back of his head, where presumably a good-sized bump was beginning to make itself felt, Matt glanced up. Carly’s smile widened at the look on his face. She discovered that she really, truly liked the idea of that bump.

“Wish I could say the same.” Matt’s tone was sour; his hand dropped away from his head. He got to his feet, hanging on to the saucepan and grimacing. “You shouldn’t go around hitting people like that. You can get yourself in a lot of trouble that way.”

“Sorry,” Sandra offered weakly, keeping a safe distance between them.

Carly intervened with unconcealed enjoyment. “Hey, she thought she was saving me from a rapist or murderer or something. It was really brave of her to hit you over the head. Thank you, Sandra.”

“You’re welcome,” Sandra said, sounding happier.

Matt’s gaze swung to Carly, who deliberately widened her Cheshire cat grin for his benefit.

“Think it’s funny, do you?”

“Well-deserved, was more what I had in mind.”

“Oh, yeah?” He considered Carly for a moment without speaking. It was too dark for her to read his eyes, but it wasn’t hard to guess what was on his mind: the same thing that was on hers. The air between them all but crackled with their mutual memory of the last time they’d been together. She’d been a shy and socially backward eighteen, it had been the night of her senior prom, and he, the handsome twenty-one-year-old hell-raiser that all the other, more popular girls drooled over, had been her date. That night of glory had ended with her losing her virginity to him. She hadn’t had to lose her heart, he’d owned it for years. She hadn’t seen him to speak to since. The son of a bitch.

“Am I wrong, or do I detect some hostility here?”

“Ya think?” Hostility wasn’t the word. She could feel her skin prickling with burgeoning antagonism. That whole, agonizing summer after she had given him her all, he had avoided her as if she had a communicable disease. The glimpses she’d caught of him had been rare and at a distance, like Bigfoot sightings. For years before then he’d come around almost daily, teasing her and advising her and in general treating her like a favorite little sister as he’d worked around her grandmother’s house, and then, after her not-so-secret crush had found its ultimate expression in the backseat of his beat-up Chevy Impala, he’d dropped her like a wormy apple. He’d broken her heart, shattered her self-esteem, and given her her first taste of the true nature of the male beast: slimeballs, the lot of them.

“Jesus, Curls, it’s been twelve years. You ever hear of forgive and forget?”

The nickname was too much. Carly gave him a huge, blatantly false smile.

“Hey, Matt?” She flipped him the bird. “Go to hell.”

Matt blinked, then shook his head at her. “Ah-ah. Your grandmother’s probably spinning in her grave right now. How many times did I hear her say, I don’t care what the other girls are doing, I’m raising you to be a lady? Too many to count. And there you go again, letting her down.”

Both Carly’s hands clenched into impotent fists. “Like I said, go to hell.”

“I thought you said he was a friend,” Sandra said uneasily, looking from one to the other.

Carly glanced at her. “I lied.”

Matt gave a grunt that could have meant anything. Carly’s gaze swung back to him. For a moment the two of them exchanged blistering looks. Then Matt shrugged.

“Fine. Have it your own way. You want to hold on to a twelve-year-old grudge, it’s all right by me. What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I own this place now. Why shouldn’t I be here? The real question is, what are you doing here? Don’t tell me you’re sleeping under porches now.”

That last, uttered in the nastiest tone she could muster, was a low blow, and she knew it. It referred to his hand-to-mouth existence as a child, when he and his mother and three younger sisters had moved from trailer park to rented room to apartment to rented house with numbing frequency, depending on whether they had managed to scrape together the money to pay that month’s rent. Once Matt had gotten old enough to get a job—at eleven, he’d been mowing grass and pulling weeds for her grandmother the summer she’d first met him—things had been better, and eventually the family had managed to spend a couple of years in the same small house, where, for all she knew, they lived still. Matt had always been prickly on the subject of his family’s poverty, and she had always gone out of her way not to offend his sensitive male pride. He, on the other hand, had ultimately shown no such consideration for her sensitive female heart. Such one-way relationships were the story of her life, and she was sick and tired of it. The days of Carly the doormat were gone for good. A new chapter in her life had just dawned.

Call it Carly Linton: No more Mr. Nice Guy. Or girl. Or whatever. The key point was, she was sick and tired of being nice. If she had learned just one thing in her life, it was this: Nice girls get the shaft.

Matt’s eyes narrowed at her. He recognized her verbal thrust for what it was, of course. He’d always been good at divining what she was thinking.

“I got a call about a possible prowler around your grandmother’s house. I was checking it out.” There was the briefest of pauses. “I’m the sheriff now.”

For a moment Carly simply stared at him, wondering if she’d heard him aright. The Matt Converse she’d known had been a hard-partying, motorcycle-riding hellion who’d been right at the top of the town’s list of native sons most likely to end up on death row. The product of the union of a tiny spitfire of a Mexican mother and a tall, blond, eye-catchingly handsome but shiftless itinerant worker who had ambled in and out of her life as the seasons and his whims dictated, Matt had been earmarked by the town as a potential troublemaker almost from the moment of his birth. His appearance, which combined his mother’s Hispanic coloring with his father’s height and good looks to devastating effect, had attracted attention early on. His awareness of local opinion and his defiant determination to live up to it as a boy and his increasingly bad-ass behavior as a teen and young adult had meant that too much attention flowing his way wasn’t a good thing. The fact that he’d been a reliable employee, a good son and brother, and a dependable friend to Carly and a few others was known to only a limited group. The rest of the town had taken his wrong-side-of-the-tracks toughness at face value, and treated him with the kind of wary watchfulness generally reserved for a rumbling volcano.

“You’re joking, right?”

“Nope.”

Her eyes swept him. It was dark, but not so dark that she couldn’t tell that besides the jeans, his attire consisted of a plain old white tee shirt and sneakers. She also couldn’t help noting that he hadn’t changed a bit in appearance. Oh, maybe his black hair was shorter and he was a little taller, certainly a whole lot broader about the shoulders and chest, but he was basically still the same old too-handsome-for-his-own-good Matt. Not that she cared. In the aftermath of that long-ago night in the steamy closeness of his backseat, she’d been inoculated against his looks but good.

“You’re not wearing a uniform.” Not that she actually thought he was lying or anything, but. . .

His eyes narrowed at her. “It’s after midnight, in case you haven’t noticed. I’m off duty. Mrs. Naylor, who you might recall is the nearest neighbor, called me at home.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, which he flipped open. “Want to see my badge?”

His tone told her that he really had one, but still Carly looked. Sure enough, there it was, all shiny and silver and official. Unbelievable. Her gaze rose to meet his. For a moment their eyes locked and held.
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