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PROLOGUE



1987


“PLEASE. PLEASE DON’T DO THIS.” Kelly Carlson’s voice broke. Tears flowed as she looked beseechingly over her shoulder at the man prodding her forward. The wet tracks sliding down her pale cheeks shone silver in the moonlight.


“Walk down to the end of the car.” The gun aimed at her back never wavered. The eyes of the man holding it were as cold and soulless as the dark waters of South Carolina’s Lake Moultrie, which spread out like a black-tinted mirror before them, reflecting in its rippling surface the cold blue glitter of the stars overhead. The brand-new champagne-colored Cougar was parked on a twelve-foot-high wooded cliff overlooking the lake. It was a popular spot for family picnics in the summer. Tonight, with the temperature hovering at around forty degrees and the time well past two A.M., it was deserted except for the desperate little tableau being played out around the car.


“I’m begging you. Please.” Kelly obediently stumbled forward, her gait unsteady, her boots crunching through drifts of fallen leaves. Her voice was high-pitched, near hysteria. Daniel McQuarry could have told her that begging for her life was a waste of time. He would have told her, if the duct tape covering his mouth had allowed him to say anything at all.


Woozy from the just-ended beating that had left him bruised and bloodied, sick at his stomach with the pain of what he judged to be roughly half a dozen cracked or broken ribs, he could barely keep her in focus as he leaned against the cool smooth curve of the driver’s door, his hands cuffed behind his back, a gun grinding into his spine. Blinking the blood that poured from a cut on his forehead from his eyes, he watched her stumbling progress, mentally apologizing to her for not having recognized the danger earlier, in time to save them both from this. He’d been stupid, cocky, sure of his ability to follow the devil down to hell and come back out again smelling like a rose.


It was the story of his life, and now it was going to get him—and Kelly, pretty blond twenty-two-year-old Kelly, who’d made the mistake of trusting him with both the deadly secret she’d uncovered and her safety—killed.


Terror swamped the pain, causing his heart to race. He was twenty-five years old. He had a lot of living left to do. He didn’t want to die.


Tough titty, as his grandma was fond of saying. Unless something went his way pretty damned fast, he was going to.


He moved, and the hideous stabbing pain cutting like hot knives through his chest drove out the terror. Nostrils shuddering with the effort of drawing in air through his battered nose, able to take only the shortest, shallowest breaths because of his damaged ribs, he fought to keep from passing out. If he did, they didn’t have a chance.


Who was he trying to kid? They didn’t have a chance anyway. All his highly specialized training not withstanding, there was no way that he could see out of this.


One of the four men—he knew them all, had worked and played with them as friends even while doing the job the government paid him to do—surrounding the vehicle popped the trunk. It rose, pale and ominous as Marley’s ghost, above the black, gaping mouth that he realized with sudden icy certainty was intended to be his and Kelly’s tomb.


He knew how they worked, and how they worked wasn’t pretty. Violence came as naturally to them as breathing, and anyone who posed a threat to them ended up dead. They’d beaten the information they’d needed out of him—or at least, so they thought—and now that they had it, he was just so much garbage to be disposed of. Kelly too, despite the fact that she was the wife of the boss’s son.


“Daniel, do something.” Kelly’s eyes were wide and terrified as she looked around at him. Her narrow shoulders in the black leather blazer she wore over jeans were visibly shaking. “Can’t you do something? They’re going to kill us. Please don’t let them kill us.” She started to sob, terrible wrenching sobs that hurt him to hear, and turned toward the man behind her. “Don’t kill us. I’m so scared. Oh, God, I’ll do anything. Anything. . . .”


“You shouldn’t’ve done what you did.” Her captor grabbed her shoulder to stop her, turn her back around. “Get in the trunk.”


“No! Oh, please. . . .” Gasping and crying hysterically, Kelly shook free and bolted, taking everyone by surprise. She bounded away from the Cougar and fled toward the road, toward the empty ribbon of black asphalt some quarter of a mile away that would have offered her no succor even if she had had a prayer of reaching it, which she didn’t. Her high, keening screams rent the darkness as she ran. Daniel’s blood ran cold. A memory flashed into his mind of a pig he had heard once as it was being hung for slaughter.


“Get her!” They all, with the exception of the man behind him, raced after Kelly.


It was his last, best chance to make his move. Summoning superhuman strength, Daniel gritted his teeth against bodily weakness and the torture his ribs were inflicting on him and whirled, kicking out with his leg. The movement was slow and feeble compared with his usual highly trained ferocity, but it caught his captor by surprise.


He went down with an oath.


Daniel sprang away, heading for the beckoning line of trees some three hundred yards to the left. If he could reach the woods he had the merest sliver of a chance. But even as he frantically lurched forward, bent like an old crone and in agonizing pain that increased a thousandfold with every step, he knew that it was futile, knew that he wasn’t going to make it.


In the distance he heard a shot and a gurgling scream: Kelly. His heart leaped, and tears—he hadn’t cried since he was seven—began to ooze from his eyes.


When the bullet caught him, it was almost a relief. It hit him like a kick from a mule, knocking him forward, sending him sprawling on his face on the hard, cold ground. Instead of hurting, though, the explosion blasted away his pain. Senses dimming, he realized that his spinal cord had probably been severed, and that there was a great pumping hole in his chest. Blood was gushing out around him like water from a hose. Within seconds he was lying in a dark gleaming pool of it.


The good news was, he didn’t feel pain any longer. He didn’t feel afraid. What he felt was—cold.


The bad news was, he wasn’t going to make it. He wasn’t going to see his grandma or mother or brother or anyone or anything else he loved ever again in this life.


More tears leaked from his eyes at the thought.


But by the time they came for him, two of them, lifting him up by his armpits and his knees, carrying him back toward the car, he was able to look up at the star-studded sky with a little smile on his lips. When they shoved him into the trunk beside Kelly—poor dead Kelly, her eyes stared at him glassily—and shut the lid, closing him into darkness forever, he was able to hold that image in his mind.


He was still seeing that beautiful spangled sky as he died.
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Fifteen years later


WAKE UP.


Julie Carlson’s eyes blinked open. For a moment she lay still, heart racing, staring groggily into the darkness, not sure what had awakened her or why she felt so frightened. It took only a moment or so for her to realize that she was lying in her own bed, in her own bedroom, listening to the familiar hum of the air conditioner as it kept the sweltering heat of the July night at bay and smelling the comforting aroma of her own smooth clean sheets. Her potbellied teddy bear, a poignant memento of her late father, sat stolidly in its accustomed spot on the bedside table. She could just see the comforting shape of it by the faint glow of the alarm clock.


She must have had a nightmare. That would explain why she was curled up in a tight little ball under the bedclothes when she usually slept sprawled on her stomach; it would account for the now-slowing thud of her heart; it would explain her sense of—there was no other word for it—dread.


Something’s wrong.


Although the words were distinct, the urgent whisper was in her head. She was all alone in her bedroom, all alone in the whole huge upstairs of her house. Sid, the dog, was obviously spending another night in the guest room.


At the thought, Julie felt her stomach knot. She had gone downstairs around eleven, to find her husband sitting on the couch in the den watching TV.


“I’ll be up after the news,” he’d said. Not wanting to start a fight—all they did lately was fight—she’d crossed her fingers and gone back upstairs to bed without uttering so much as a cross or demanding word. But here it was—she focused on the clock—at two minutes after midnight, and she was still alone in their bed.


Maybe—maybe he was still coming. Maybe he was watching Letterman. Maybe tonight Leno had an especially fascinating guest.


Get real, she told herself, uncurling her arms and legs as anger edged out fear. And maybe the Pope was a Protestant, too.


Listen.


Her attention immediately refocused. Trying not to be creeped out, Julie put out a hand, groping for the switch to the bedside lamp.


Then she heard it, and froze.


The distant sound—vibration really—of the garage door going up made her eyes widen and her fists clench.


Her heart gave an odd little leap. Her stomach heaved. She forced herself to take a pair of deep, calming breaths.


Despite all her hopes, all her prayers, it was happening again.


Oh, God, what should she do?


    *   *   *


Julie Carlson didn’t know it, but she had less than an hour left to live.


Other than a single light in a downstairs room, her house was dark. It was a big house in an exclusive gated community just west of Charleston, and, if all went according to plan, in a few minutes she was going to be all alone in it.


Then he would emerge from the shadows beneath the rustling palmettos in her side yard, break in through her back door, and creep up the stairs to the first door on the left. That door opened into the master bedroom, where she should already—it was a few minutes after midnight—be sound asleep.


Surprise, surprise.


Roger Basta allowed himself a small smile. This was going to be fun. The thought of what he was going to do to Julie Carlson made his breathing quicken. He’d been watching her for weeks, getting the household schedule down, making his plans, anticipating. Tonight he got to enjoy the fruits of all that labor.


Sometimes, and this was one, he loved what he did for a living.


The light went out downstairs. The house was now totally dark.


Just a few minutes more.


He fingered the snapshot in his pocket. It was too dark for him to be able to see it, but he was nearly as familiar with the image on it as he was with his own face in the mirror. Julie Carlson in a white bikini, slim and tanned and laughing, poised to dive into the swimming pool in her own backyard.


He’d taken it himself three days before.


One of the quartet of garage doors that faced his position rose, and seconds later a big black Mercedes purred silently down the driveway. The husband was leaving, right on schedule.


The garage door closed again. The Mercedes turned left at the end of the driveway, and drove away toward the interstate some five miles distant. The house was once again dark and quiet.


Everything was going down as expected.


The burglar alarm would be off, which made his job just that much easier. He had a window of maybe three and a quarter hours to get in and out before the husband returned. He would need far less.


Although he might want to linger over this one. Remembering the picture, he smiled. He definitely wanted to linger over this one.


Julie Carlson was a babe.


His instructions had been to make the hit look like anything but the professional, targeted job it was.


His reply had been, Can do.


Crouching, Basta set the small black satchel he carried on the carpet of golf-course-quality grass that covered the lawn and unzipped it. The steamy July heat, complete with swarms of hungry mosquitoes and a faint fruity scent, wrapped uncomfortably around him. It reminded him that he was wearing long pants and a cotton turtleneck, both black, on a night that cried out for shorts and not much else. A quick rummage through the contents reassured him that everything he might need was in the bag: burglary tools, duct tape, a small flashlight, a thin nylon cord and a pencil to use as a garrote, a box of surgical gloves, another of condoms. He touched his knit cap, making sure it fit tightly around his head and over his eyebrows. He’d shaved his body completely so as not to leave telltale hairs at the scene, but shaving his head and eyebrows would, he feared, make him too memorable to those who might be questioned in the aftermath of the crime. The last thing he wanted was to be memorable.


Besides, his thinning gray hair gave him an innocuous look, he felt. Countless people usually saw him in the days before a hit—neighbors, passersby, convenience-store clerks, trash collectors—but nobody ever remembered him, because he looked like a fifty-something Joe Average. DNA notwithstanding, the cap worked. The first two hadn’t had time to dislodge it before he’d had them duct-taped into immobility, and Julie Carlson wouldn’t either.


He was that good.


Sliding the flashlight into his pocket, he rezipped the bag, picked up his pistol, stood up and headed around to the back of the house. The swimming pool sparkled in the moonlight. Lush pots of tropical flowers gave off a heady scent. Cicadas and crickets and tree frogs sang.


South Carolina would be one of his favorite states, he thought, if only it wasn’t so damned hot and humid in the summer.


The back door, the sliding one opening onto the stone patio and the swimming pool, was his target.


In a matter of minutes he’d be inside.


Piece of cake. The alarm was off, the locks were laughable, the woman was alone, and they didn’t even own a dog. Might as well hang out a sign: Come and get me.


A light came on downstairs.


Basta froze in his tracks in the act of reaching for the doorknob, frowning at the window that was suddenly glowing warmly from within. This was unexpected. He retreated a few stealthy paces to the concealing shadow of an enormous magnolia, his senses on high alert. He’d been casing the house for three weeks, and she’d never once turned on a light after her husband was gone. Was she sick? Did they have company? No, he couldn’t have missed that.


What gave?


The light went off as suddenly as it had come on, and the house was dark and still once more. He stared meditatively at the looming facade, the shiny black windows, the two doors that he could see, probing the darkness for her with every instinct he possessed. He was so attuned to her now as predator to victim that he fancied he could almost hear her breathing through the brick walls.


Where was she?


A sound made him turn his head sharply. It came from the side of the house where he’d waited until just moments before. Alert as a dog on the hunt, taking care to stay deep in the shadows, he retraced his steps until he once more stood beneath the palmettos. His eyes widened as he saw that another of the garage doors was open now.


His pistol came up, but there was no way he could use it.


He could do nothing but watch as Julie Carlson’s silver Jaguar nosed out of the garage, gathered speed going down the driveway, then turned left at the street and vanished like a bat into the night.


Just as quick as that.


He was left to look blankly back at an empty house as, with a barely audible thump, the garage door closed again.


She was gone. It took a minute or so for that incontrovertible fact to sink in. When it did, he felt empty, cheated. A surging anger at having his careful plans disrupted threatened to swamp his previously good mood.


Could she have somehow known he was there? Basta looked quickly around, wary of a trap. Given the group he worked for, a double-cross was never beyond the realm of possibility.


Then good sense reasserted itself. There was no trap; he was too valuable to the organization for that. And she could not possibly have known he was there unless she was psychic.


The most logical explanation was that some sort of emergency had arisen. What, he didn’t know, but then, he didn’t need to know. The pertinent thing was that, sooner or later, she would be back.


And he would be waiting.


The certainty of that was calming. Glitches of this sort happened even to consummate professionals such as himself.


Acknowledging that, Basta felt better. Circling back around behind the house, he even began to hum. When he realized what the song was, he felt a spurt of amusement at the sheer appropriateness of it.


“Ti-i-ime is on my side. . . .”





2



[image: logo]  


“I DON’T WANT TO HURT YOUR FEELINGS or anything, McQuarry, but you sure are one ugly-ass woman.”


Mac shot his partner a withering look. Hinkle, walking beside him, was snickering openly. It was a suffocatingly hot Friday night in July, and the two of them had just met up in the parking lot of the Pink Pussycat, one of Charleston’s most notorious gay bars.


“Hey, I feel pretty, all right? Back off.”


“I wouldn’t date you, that’s for sure.”


“You are dating me, so shut the hell up.” Mac’s spike heel caught on a crack in the pavement and he stumbled, nearly twisting his ankle. Grabbing Hinkle’s arm, he recovered his balance with no harm done beyond a warning twinge. “Shit. How women walk in these things beats the hell out of me. My feet hurt already. I’ll be a cripple before the night’s over.”


Chortling, Hinkle pulled his arm free. “You better be keeping them hands to yourself, homes. Rawanda’s the jealous type. She’ll kick your ass, she catches you molesting me.”


“You’re just lucky the guy’s fucking prejudiced. Otherwise your black ass’d be in this getup.”


“I’d be lookin’ good, too, unlike some people I could name. Hey, man, you can’t go scratchin’ yourself if you’re gonna hang with me. It’s not ladylike.”


“I’m not scratching myself, I’m pulling up my fricking panty hose.” Mac gave the waistband, which seemed more determined to head south than General William Tecumseh Sherman on his Civil War–era march to the sea, another savage tug. “Shut up, here we go.”


They joined the throng on the sidewalk in front of the bar.


Located in the middle of a run-down area taken over long since by girlie bars and porn shops, the Pink Pussycat was a three-story cinderblock building painted flaming flamingo with a giant, reclining neon cat swilling a martini affixed to the front wall. The small curtained windows were outfitted with black iron bars like a prison. A bouncer checking IDs stood just outside the door. It was near midnight, and there was a line. At least half the patrons, Mac was relieved to see, looked as freaky as he felt. He was six-one barefoot, maybe six-four or six-five in the damned spindly heeled shoes, which meant that at the moment he towered over the crowd. Oh, well, at least being able to see over everybody’s head would make it easier to spot their target.


According to his sources, Clinton Edwards had a thing for buxom blond drag queens. And since Edwards’ wife was paying through the nose so she could nail him good in their divorce, Mac was willing to turn himself into a buxom blond drag queen, wired for pictures and sound, to get the dirt. He hated domestic cases, hated them with a passion, and this one was even slimier than most, but McQuarry and Hinkle, Private Investigators, were not successful enough to be particular about the jobs they took.


In other words, if it paid, he sashayed.


“That’ll be ten bucks.” The bald, multi-earringed bouncer looked them over without interest. In the spirit of getting into his role, Mac almost batted his heavily mascaraed eyelashes at him. But nah, the guy was shorter than he was but stocky, one of those weight-lifter types, and who knew, he might get into it. Fending off a two-hundred-pound-plus lovestruck fruit was not on tonight’s agenda.


Well, it was, maybe, but in any case not this particular lovestruck fruit. Edwards weighed somewhere north of two-fifty, according to his bio, but he was sixty years old and all lard.


Yum-yum, Mac thought with an inward sigh. Just his type.


The things he did to earn a living.


Hinkle paid, and they walked inside. It was dark and smoky and smelled of beer and BO. Plastic palm trees adorned the corners, and the DJ was playing “Margaritaville.” Couples, some male-male, some female-female, some who-knew-what, swayed on the tiny dance floor in the middle of the room. Up on the stage, a blonde with boobs the size of basketballs stripped in time to the music. She was peeling off her gold lamé panties before Mac realized to his horror that she wasn’t a woman. Averting his gaze, he forced his mind back to business and scanned the room for their quarry.


Somebody grabbed his ass.


“Yow!” Mac was so surprised he jumped a foot straight up in the air. Landing on his spike heels, he wobbled, tottered, and nearly went down. Catching himself on a table, he got his ankles straightened out and turned around. It was all he could do to stop himself from reaching for his Glock, which was conveniently holstered in his eighteen-hour bra.


“Hey, now, don’t you be grabbin’ my bitch.” Hinkle’s grin as he warned the bespectacled accountant type who was looking Mac up and down with clearly lascivious intent made Mac long to pop him one.


“Sorry, man, I didn’t realize she was with somebody.” The accountant held up both hands in a gesture of peace, leaned back in his chair, and picked up his beer. Over the mug’s rim, his eyes met Mac’s with an unmistakable message. Seeing that Hinkle’s attention was briefly elsewhere, his lips pursed in a silent kiss.


Mac’s eyes widened. Then he gritted his teeth and managed a saccharine smile.


“See you around,” the accountant said.


“Yeah, see ya.” It was his best falsetto. Careful to keep his assets out of reach, Mac turned and minced toward the bar. Christ, now both ankles were giving him trouble. He had to remind himself again just how much Mrs. Edwards was paying them. If he hadn’t, he would have turned tail there and then and gotten the hell out of Dodge.


“From now on, you watch my back,” he growled over his shoulder at Hinkle. But Hinkle wasn’t looking at him. He was staring across the room, an arrested expression on his face.


“Shit, there he is.”


“Where?” Alert now too, Mac followed his gaze. Sure enough, Edwards was seated with a gorgeous-looking blonde—Mac had to remind himself that the babe was a guy—at a little round table in the corner. As he watched, the blonde stood up, smiled flirtatiously at Edwards, then headed across the room. She disappeared inside a door adorned with a neon sign that read LADIES.


Jesus.


“Looks like you’re on, boss,” Hinkle said under his breath.


Mac looked at that door, looked back at Hinkle, and resigned himself to the inevitable. Sometimes a man had to do what a man had to do.


“You know,” he said in his creaky falsetto, “I think I have to go tinkle.”


With Hinkle laughing like a juiced-up hyena behind him, Mac teetered off to make a girlfriend of the blonde. If she could be persuaded to invite him and Hinkle to join her and Edwards at their table, his life was suddenly made a whole lot easier. If not, he was going to have to go to Plan B. He didn’t even want to think about Plan B. It involved getting friendlier with Edwards than he ever wanted to be with someone who didn’t have two X chromosomes.


Either way, he thought as he pushed through the door into the soft pink lighting of the little girls’ room, it was going to be a long night.


He should have listened to his grandma and become a lawyer.


    *   *   *


Julie turned another corner, took a quick look around, and, for the third time in five minutes, pressed the button that secured all four car doors just to make sure they really were locked. All right, so driving a shiny silver Jaguar deep into Charleston’s bustling red-light district in the middle of a Friday night was probably not the smartest thing she had ever done. But then, when she’d left the house, she hadn’t known where she was headed, so she really couldn’t be convicted of total stupidity. Lying in bed listening to the distant hum of the garage door closing, she’d made up her mind, and lit out after Sid. She’d followed him blindly, desperate to know where he went when he snuck out of their house after he thought she was asleep, and she’d ended up here. Not exactly a positive reflection on their marriage, was it?


All up and down the street, neon signs blinked GIRLS! LIVE! ONSTAGE! and ADULT MOVIES and XXX. Acknowledging their import, Julie felt the knot that seemed to have lodged permanently in the pit of her stomach twist itself several degrees tighter.


Sid was forty years old and healthy as a horse as far as she knew. She was twenty-nine, with a slim curvaceous figure she worked hard to keep, great legs if she did say so herself, long black hair that waved naturally in the sauna-like heat, and a face that had taken her far from her wrong-side-of-the-track roots. She was clean, sweet-smelling, bought her lingerie at Victoria’s Secret. In other words, there was absolutely nothing about her that might turn a husband off.


She and Sid hadn’t had sex in more than eight months. And it certainly wasn’t from lack of interest or effort on her part. But trying to entice her own husband into bed without success was ego-busting, to say the least.


Especially for someone who had once been called the prettiest girl in South Carolina.


Sid’s excuse, when she confronted him about their dead sex life, was that he was under a lot of stress at work, so he’d appreciate it if she would just let him the hell alone. He was a contractor who, in partnership with his now-retired father, owned a very successful business, All-American Builders, which made tons of money developing subdivisions and building luxury homes across the state. She had no doubt that he was under a significant amount of stress.


But enough stress to keep him from having sex? Uh-uh. No way.


It had taken a while for the other shoe to drop, but finally it did when she’d found diamond-shaped blue Viagra pills mixed in with some vitamins in his medicine cabinet. At first hope had flared, and she waited with anticipation, sure he’d decided to see a doctor to fix their little problem. But nothing had happened. There’d been eight pills when she’d discovered the cache on Monday. By this evening—Friday—when she’d checked again, only six were left.


So she’d dressed for the night in her sexy best, even going downstairs to make sure he saw her in it, then lay in bed waiting for the jackass to come to her.


The rest, as they say, was history. What was going on became suddenly clear.


Sid was having sex, all right—just not with her.


At least he’d apparently been telling the truth about stress impairing his sexual functioning.


Ever since she’d awakened to the sound of the garage door going up, she’d been sick to her stomach. It was hard to admit that her Cinderella, rags-to-riches, fairy-tale marriage had about as much life left in it as yesterday’s roadkill. To make matters worse, her whole family was now dependent on Sid: her mother and stepfather lived in a house he owned; her sister’s husband worked as a vice-president at his company, a job that paid Kenny perhaps three times what he was worth, enough for Becky to stay home with their two girls.


Divorce was such an ugly word. But Julie had a sinking feeling that she was looking it right in the face.


Until just a little while ago, when she’d finally had enough sense to add two and two and get four, she hadn’t allowed herself to seriously consider ending her marriage. Maybe, she kept telling herself, things would get better. Maybe work stress really was the reason Sid wasn’t interested in her sexually anymore. Maybe there was also a perfectly reasonable explanation for why he was so cold and brusque to her most of the time, and why he slept in the spare bedroom, and why he snuck out at night after she had gone upstairs to bed.


Yeah, and maybe there was an Easter bunny, too.


She’d asked him about all those things, nicely and at the top of her lungs and every other way in between. His response had been that the stress of keeping her in the style to which she was definitely not accustomed had both robbed him of his manhood and given him insomnia, he slept in the spare bedroom because he didn’t want his insomnia to keep her awake, and when he couldn’t sleep, he sometimes went out driving around his subdivisions. Looking at houses he’d built relaxed him.


Her response was, Uh-huh.


But still, coward that she was, she had wanted to believe. A stable home, a stable marriage, were precious to her. As a child, she and her mother and sister Becky had been so poor they’d sometimes lived in homeless shelters. Hunger wasn’t some abstract concept involving starving children in Africa—from experience, she knew exactly how it felt. Her looks had gotten her and her family out of that hell and had won her Sid, the handsome millionaire ultimate prize she’d been dreaming of all her life. She’d fallen wildly in love with him when she was barely twenty, and he, in turn, had seemed to adore her. But somehow, over the course of eight years of marriage, it had all gone wrong.


The love had disappeared from their marriage like air escaping from a tiny hole in a balloon: the loss was so gradual no one noticed until the thing went flat.


So here she was, at quarter to one, caught in a snarl of traffic on this X-rated street just around the corner from the Citadel, spying on her husband. Who had certainly not built a home anywhere in the vicinity that she knew of.


She should just turn around and go home, Julie told herself. Sid would kill her if he caught her following him—and she’d lost him anyway. She’d seen his big black Mercedes turn onto this street and that was it.


When she had turned the same corner just a few minutes later, nothing. At least, no Sid.


Plenty of people who made her think that driving the Jaguar had been a bad idea, though. Like the promenading hookers eyeing her wheels from the sidewalk with dollar signs in their eyes. And the sleazy john-types who cast furtive glances her way before disappearing into the XXX doorways. And the shirtless, tattooed bald guy who crossed the street right in front of her, thumping a fist on the hood and waggling his metal-studded tongue suggestively at her as he passed.


That was it. Abort mission. She was going home. She who turns and runs away lives to follow her husband another day.


Julie hung a right into the nearest parking lot, swung the Jag around—and frowned to find her exit blocked by a beat-up blue pickup that pulled in behind her.


Her frown deepened when the doors opened and a pair of muscle-bound skinheads in sagging jeans and wifebeater undershirts got out. As they approached the Jag, Julie’s eyes widened. A quick glance around told her that there was no place to go. Parked cars ringed the lot on all sides. There was only one exit—and the pickup loomed between her and it.


Instinctively she punched the lock button again. It clicked vainly. The doors were already locked. The windows were up. The punks kept coming. What else could she do? Her cell phone was in her purse. Julie grabbed her shoulder bag, ripped open the zipper, thrust her hand inside, and rooted frantically around. A hairbrush—makeup—a jumble of miscellaneous junk—where oh where was that phone?


Just as her fingers closed around it, knuckles rapped on her window. Julie looked up to find an Eminem clone grinning through the glass at her.


“Hey, open up.”


His tone was almost friendly, but the gun in his hand was not.


Julie’s heart began to pound. Oh, God, she was about to be mugged, or carjacked, or worse. What was she going to do? What could she do? He was armed with a gun. She was armed with a cell phone.


If it came down to a duel, she was willing to bet that he could shoot her before she could punch in 911.


Whichever way it worked out, there would be no keeping this a secret. Sid was bound to find out. And if her husband discovered that she’d followed him into Charleston, he would kill her.


Always assuming that she was still alive to be killed, of course. The thought of Sid knowing what she’d done was scary, but the delinquent at her window was a more immediate threat.


“I said open the god-damned door, bitch.”


Her assailant didn’t sound friendly at all this time. He’d just been kind of holding the gun at waist level before. Now he was leveling it at her.


Julie imagined a bullet shattering the glass and tearing into her flesh.


Her heart sped up until it could have run a four-minute mile. Her mouth went dry. Her fight-or-flight impulse kicked in, and it didn’t come down on the side of fighting. Slamming the transmission into reverse, she stomped the gas and rammed the heel of her hand down on the horn at the same time. The Jag shot backward. The horn blared. The thugs cursed and gave chase.


And the Jag crashed into the side of a black Chevy Blazer that was just at that moment backing out of a parking space.


The impact threw her forward, and brought the Jag to a shuddering stop. At about the same time her window shattered, showering her with glass. Her head whipped around in time to see the punk who had knocked on her window thrust his arm into the car and pull up the lock. Before she could do anything but gasp, her door swung open, the punk leaned across her cool as a Popsicle to unfasten her seat belt, and she was yanked from her seat.


Her butt and elbows hit the pavement hard and she cried out. The punks jumped into the car. She barely had time to roll out of the way before her Jag and the pickup that had blocked it peeled rubber out of the parking lot.


The bad news was, her Jag had been stolen. The good news was, she was relatively unharmed.


The plaintive lament of a slide guitar and voices, both reaching her ears from a little distance, brought her out of her first shocked immobility. Her phone, she discovered, making a quick inventory, was still in her hand. She’d lost her car, but she still had her phone. Frantically she punched in 9, then paused, recovering enough wit to think the situation through. She was sprawled out in the parking lot of some girlie joint deep in the heart of Charleston, lying on pavement that was hot enough to toast bread even so long after sundown, wearing nothing but her hubby-come-hither sleeping attire of hot pink satin tap pants and a skimpy matching top, along with a pair of Nikes. Her butt was bruised, her elbows stung—and her car was gone. How was she ever going to explain this to Sid?


Oh, God, what if it hit the papers?


Maybe calling 911 was not the best idea, she thought with her finger poised above the button. But what else was she going to do?


“Have a fight with your boyfriend?”


The voice was masculine. The vision that filled her eyes as she glanced up in response was anything but. Pointy-toed black patent stilettos big enough to swim in. Muscular calves in opaque black panty hose. A red sequined skirt that stopped several inches above a pair of athletic-looking knees. A shiny black blouse with a deep décolletage that was filled in with a red and black polka-dot scarf. Breasts the size and shape of traffic cones. Long platinum blond hair. A lean hard chin and manly features whose gender was given the lie by garish makeup ladled on thick. All this on a broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped frame that stood easily six and a half feet tall. The overall effect was Dolly Parton morphed with the Terminator.


She must have been gaping, because the question was repeated with a hint of impatience. It recalled her to the full dimensions of her dilemma, and the oddity of her questioner was forgotten.


“They stole my car! Those two punks—they stole my car.”


Julie peeled herself off the pavement and scrambled to her feet. Stabs of pain from her butt and elbows were ignored as she stared helplessly in the direction in which her car had disappeared. The street and sidewalks were still clogged with traffic, vehicular and otherwise, but her car was no longer in sight. Neither was the pickup. There was an intersection just half a block away. They could have turned left—or right.


Her legs went rubbery, and she swayed a little before she could lock her knees into place. A surprisingly masculine-feeling hand closed around her upper arm, steadying her.


“Are you drunk?” The voice was surprisingly masculine, too, given the appearance of its owner, and faintly disapproving. Glancing up, Julie confronted the full glory of twin arches of sky blue eye shadow above sea blue eyes and gleaming scarlet lips above a strong chin with the faintest hint of five-o’clock shadow, and knew despair. There was no help to be had here.


“No!” Impatient, she jerked her arm free, raised the phone, and added a 1 to the 9. Then she paused. Sid . . .


“You know, you banged into my car pretty good. You have a license? Insurance?”


“What?” She was so busy performing a fast mental search through the pros and cons of a variety of actions that she had pretty much blocked out everything else.


“License? Insurance? You know, the kind of information most people exchange when they’ve had a wreck?”


Julie took a deep breath, and tried to focus on what was being said to her. One problem at a time. Arnold and Dolly’s bastard offspring was obviously afraid that he—she—oh, whatever—was going to be stuck for the damage to his car. A glance beyond him told her that it was pretty substantial. The dent extended from the middle of the right rear door to past the wheel well.


“Yes. Yes, of course I have a license and insurance. Oh, my purse is in the car. They stole my car. I have to get it back.” Her finger shot to the final 1 and then she paused again, glancing despairingly toward the intersection. No doubt about it: the Jag was long gone. There was no way to keep this secret from Sid. She might as well go on and bite the bullet and call the police and be done with it.


Still she hesitated, racking her brain to come up with an—any—alternative. She glanced up appealingly, only to find that he was giving her the once-over. Julie was almost sure of it. She had been on the receiving end of enough of those looks to recognize it for what it was.


A bubble of near-hysterical laughter rose in her throat. How much worse could this night get? Her probably cheating husband had snuck out of their home after she’d gone up to bed. She’d chased him onto a block that looked like vice cops should be swarming all over it. There she’d had a wreck and been assaulted and her Jaguar had been stolen. Now she was standing in her skimpy satin husband-bait in the parking lot of some sort of sex bar with a drag queen checking her out.


About to call the cops.


Life didn’t get much better than that.


He finished his perusal of her body, glanced up, and their gazes met and held. Hers was indignant, challenging. She was not in the mood to be sexually harassed by what looked like the humongous hooker from hell. His had something she thought she recognized as being very male in it. After the briefest of pregnant moments he broke off eye contact, and his gaze dropped down her body again. Blatantly this time.


Julie bristled and opened her mouth to slay him with a few choice words.


He beat her to it.


“Girlfriend, you really should be wearing heels with an outfit like that,” he said in a slow, faintly disapproving drawl.


He’d been checking out her shoes? Julie felt insane laughter bubbling up her throat. She swallowed it along with the blast she’d been getting ready to flatten him with, took a deep, calming breath, and glanced around.


People had entered the parking lot since she’d jumped to her feet: an entwined couple and an extravagantly dressed woman, walking separately, heading for their cars. It said a lot for the standards of the area that they didn’t even give her in her sexy pj’s and Amazonia in all her jaw-dropping glory a second glance.


 Not that it mattered. The only thing that mattered was getting her car back and getting home before Sid. The problem was, how was she supposed to do that?


“Damn Sid anyway,” she muttered aloud. This entire disaster was every bit his fault.


“Miz Carlson?” Amazonia asked then, on a faintly disbelieving note. Julie’s eyes widened and shot to his face. Her previous conviction to the contrary, the night had suddenly gotten much, much worse. Whoever or whatever this—this person was, he knew her name.


Julie’s heart began to slam against her breastbone. She met his gaze wide-eyed. A denial trembled on her lips, but she realized almost at once that it would only make her look foolish, and the situation even more questionable. There was no hope of concealing anything now. Might as well just punch in the final 1 and get it over with.


“Y—yes.”


There was the tiniest pause as the heavily made-up eyes narrowed and the bright red lips thinned. “Well, now,” he said as his gaze ran over her once more, with an entirely different expression. “If that just don’t absolutely beat all.”


Julie wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but she was sure she didn’t like the sound of it.


“Hey, Deb-bie,” a slurred voice interrupted. Julie glanced around. The couple—an overweight, obviously drunken man in a rumpled suit and a beautiful blonde in an elegant black cocktail dress who clung possessively to his arm—came up behind them and paused, the woman obviously supporting the man, who was a little unsteady on his feet. The scent of booze emanating from the man was unpleasantly strong. Wrinkling her nose in instinctive protest, Julie realized that the greeting, uttered by the man, had been addressed to Amazonia. Debbie? Julie shot him a glance. The name seemed far too ordinary for such an extraordinary individual.


“You still got the address? It’s gonna be a hell of a good time.” The man’s gaze shifted from Debbie to Julie, and moved over her in a way that creeped her out. “Your pretty friend here’s welcome, too.”


“Oh, Clint, you know I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Debbie smiled and spoke in a mincing falsetto that in no way resembled the growling masculine tone he’d used with her. “You and Lana go on ahead, sugar. I’ll be along shortly.”


“Remember, we’ve got lots of blow. All you need to bring is maybe your little friend, and we’ll party all night. There’s plenty of fun to be had by all.” Clint gave Julie a leering smile. Julie recoiled. As Lana pulled Clint away, she glanced back over her shoulder at Julie.


“You stay away, bitch,” she mouthed. Then, waggling her fingers at Debbie, she added aloud, “See you later, sweet cheeks.”


Sweet cheeks? Debbie? It hit Julie with the force of a blow: Lana was a man. She gaped after the pair as they resumed their unsteady journey toward the far end of the parking lot. The beautiful, shapely blonde swaying so sexily in four-inch heels was a man.


“She thinks I’m a man!” Julie exclaimed as revelation struck.


She caught Debbie’s eye just then, and discovered that he was grinning.


“Close your mouth, Miz Carlson, you’ll catch flies,” he chided in his masculine voice, and gently tapped her slack jaw with a forefinger. Her teeth clamped together with an audible click. “You should feel flattered. You made Lana jealous. You notice she’s not jealous of me.”


For a moment Julie felt something like Alice after she fell down the rabbit hole. This was definitely a parallel universe. Then she remembered the mess she was in, and everything else was wiped from her mind.


“My car,” she groaned, and started to punch in the final 1 before hesitating once more.


“You gonna call the police or not? I got places to go and things to do here. And we’re going to need that police report for the insurance.”


When a six-and-a-half-foot-tall transvestite crosses his arms over his eye-popping chest, gives you an impatient look, and starts tapping his pointed patent-leather toe, the effect is galvanizing, Julie discovered. She clutched the phone tighter, but could not quite bring herself to punch in that last 1.


If she did, all hell would break loose the minute she got home.


“Look, I’ve got a problem, okay? I don’t want my husband to find out I was out tonight,” she confessed, her shoulders slumping in defeat as she lowered the phone. Debbie knew who she was and therefore almost certainly knew Sid in some way or another, although her mind boggled at picturing mucho macho Sid having an acquaintance with a drag queen. But Debbie was such a bizarre figure that it seemed all right to confide, a little, in him. He would have his share of secrets, too. Besides, she’d wrecked his car, he wanted to call the police, and she was just now fully beginning to comprehend what a really bad idea that was. She was willing to bet good money that every cop in South Carolina knew or knew of her husband, and once she called them she might just as well take out an ad in the paper describing the night’s debacle and be done with. If telling Debbie a little of the truth would win her enough sympathy to give her time to think, Julie was all for that.


“Oh, yeah?” Debbie sounded interested rather than sympathetic, but interested worked too. More people were coming into the parking lot now, and a candy-red Corvette drove past them on the way to the exit. It honked, and a manicured hand tipped in long, bright red nails waved gaily out the driver’s window. Lana and Clint.


“If you know who I am, then you must know I’m good for the damages to your car,” Julie said. “But I really don’t want to call the police.”


“Is that right?” Debbie was looking at her speculatively. “Suppose we get in my car where we can have a little bit of privacy and you tell me all about it. Maybe I can help you out here.”


Debbie’s very masculine-feeling hand curled around her upper arm again before Julie could answer, urging her toward his damaged vehicle. Julie glanced up, registered once again the mind-boggling dichotomy of platinum curls bouncing against breasts roughly the size of the Himalayas on a linebacker’s broad-shouldered frame, then allowed herself to be persuaded. Turning to a flamboyant, gender-bending stranger for help was probably only a little less stupid than chasing after Sid in the first place, but under the circumstances none of the other options she could think of were any more appealing.


Debbie opened the Blazer door for her, and Julie slid into the black leather seat. It was only as he shut the door behind her and walked around the hood to get in himself that it occurred to her that maybe getting into a car with a strange man in women’s clothes might not be the smartest thing she had ever done.
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JULIE CARLSON WAS EVERY BIT AS HOT as Mac remembered. Great tits, great ass, great legs, skin the color of honey, long, tousled black hair that would look fantastic spread out over a man’s pillow, kissable lips, big brown eyes. He’d first seen her at her wedding. At the time he’d been a cop, hired for the occasion to provide security, and while he’d been full of admiration for the sexy young bride he’d been busy thinking about other things, and she had never so much as glanced his way. Her eyes had been all for her groom: John Sidney Carlson IV, born with a silver spoon in his mouth that Mac had never stopped wanting to cram up his ass instead. Back then Sid made a splash with everything he did, and his wedding—his second wedding—was no exception. There’d been a thousand guests, including the governor and more big names than you could shake a stick at, TV and newspaper coverage, and Julie Ann Williams, one month out of her reign as Miss South Carolina, for a bride.


That was eight years ago. A lot of water had gone under the bridge since then, including his own firing from the Charleston PD, which Sid, the corrupt bastard, had almost certainly orchestrated. But that was just a tiny part of his beef with Sid. The major part, the part that Mac could never forget, concerned his brother. Daniel, who had been eight years his senior, had vanished some fifteen years before. And Mac had grown increasingly convinced that Sid, Daniel’s friend from childhood, at the very least knew what had happened to him.


At first, they—his mother, his grandmother, and himself, Daniel’s family—thought Daniel had simply taken off somewhere. He’d been twenty-five years old at the time, after all, and a free spirit if there ever was one. Then, when months passed without a word, they began to wonder if perhaps he’d gotten in some kind of a jam and was lying low. As months turned into years, they had entertained theories ranging from a foreign prison to amnesia. Mac’s mother had died ten years ago, still uncertain about her older son’s fate and grieving at his absence. Mac had promised her on her deathbed that he would find his brother. So far he hadn’t been able to make good on that promise.


The last time he had talked to Daniel had been during a hurried telephone call. His brother had begged out of a basketball game he’d promised to take then seventeen-year-old Mac to because of a job he had to do for Richie. Richie—as in Richie Rich—was their private nickname for Sid, because Sid lived a life that seemed dazzlingly opulent to two working-class sons of a dead-in-the-line-of-duty cop. Something in Daniel’s tone had made Mac think that whatever the “job” was, it was not the nine-to-five variety, but Mac hadn’t asked and Daniel hadn’t been any more specific than that. Once he’d become a cop himself, Mac had, quietly and on his own time, started searching for his brother, and checking Sid out had been right there at the top of his to-do list. He hadn’t really expected to find much on Richie Rich, but what he’d turned up had surprised him. Sid’s first wife, for example, had walked out on their marriage at about the same time that Daniel had disappeared. Interestingly enough, she couldn’t be found. And word on the street was that Sid was involved in the drug trade. Given Daniel’s apparently comfortable finances, his lack of a steady job after leaving the military, and his renewed involvement with childhood friend Sid, Mac had come to suspect that Daniel’s “job” for Sid and his subsequent disappearance could both be linked to a drug operation Sid was running. But he couldn’t prove it. Nobody in authority seemed at all interested in taking up the investigation. The Carlsons were VIPs in South Carolina, after all, with friends in high places, and nobody wanted to call the wrath of the powers that be down upon his own head. The consensus had been shut up, get over your brother, and find something else to do. It didn’t help that Daniel had spent years flirting with the wrong side of the law. It also didn’t help that the ex-wife was from California, that home of all things degenerate, where she’d presumably returned before dropping out of sight.


In the end, as was none too gently pointed out to him, all he had on Sid was basically gossip. When he’d persevered, trying to get proof of illegal activity, he’d ended up getting his ass kicked off the force.


Now, through the kind of twist of fate that Mac had almost quit believing in, he was being given a second chance to get at some answers: Sid’s beauty-queen bride was sitting in his car with him, looking sexy as hell in an itty-bitty pink satin getup that played up all her best points, in a jam and scared of her husband and turning to him for help.


Suddenly the gods were smiling on him.


He fished his cell phone out of his cleavage—it was lodged in there right along with the wad of athletic socks that served as his right tit, while his Glock nestled securely under the wad on the left—punched a button, and started the car, all at approximately the same time. The AC blasted out hot air. He turned it down and rolled down the windows until the interior could reach a decent temperature. Street sounds formed a steady background noise not unlike the buzz of a giant insect.


“Uh, wait a minute.” Julie Carlson sounded uneasy. The look she sent him was wary. God, she was a pretty thing. Sid had always been about a million times luckier than he deserved, and his wife was no exception.


“Sit tight,” he said to her with a quick, meant-to-be-reassuring smile that he had no idea struck its recipient as downright scary, framed as it was in scarlet lipstick and platinum curls. He put the Blazer in reverse before she could say anything else and then spoke into the phone as Hinkle answered. “Yo. Change of plan. Get over to 85 Dumesnil Street and get some pictures. Edwards is having a party and I want an album.”


“Me?” Hinkle squawked, his disembodied voice making his displeasure clear. “What about you? You seemed to be getting along with him real good. You turnin’ tail now that the going’s getting tough, you chicken shit?”


“Somebody hit my car, and I’ve got to sort it out. It’s going to take a while. Get those pictures.” He drove toward the exit. Now that they were moving, there was a breeze, which made the temperature inside the car almost bearable. Beside him, his passenger was looking more uneasy than ever. Mac smiled at her again. Sid’s wife falling into his lap like this was the most promising thing that had happened to him in a long time, and he meant to make the most of it.


“Edwards doesn’t know me from crap,” Hinkle said. “How’m I supposed to get in?”


“Take a pizza. Pretend you’re delivering. Hell, just walk in. Nobody’ll notice. Edwards is drunk off his ass, and apparently there’s going to be quite a crowd.” There was a break in the traffic. Mac pulled out behind a big white Caddy and headed south. If the thieves were pros—and they almost certainly were—the Jaguar was long gone. But it was always possible she’d been robbed by a couple of kids out for a joyride, in which case the car might have been abandoned somewhere nearby.


“I don’t think this is such a good idea,” Julie Carlson said. “Would you take me back to the parking lot, please?”


Mac caught her eye, held up one finger—wait a minute—and gave her another of those reassuring smiles. He watched her glance down at the cell phone in her hand and hesitate, and then he tracked her other hand as it crept up the door toward the handle. Was she thinking about jumping out? Not unless she had a death wish. The street was jammed with cars, and at this time of night it was a good bet that most of the drivers were feeling no pain. If he’d still been a cop, he could have done a month’s worth of busts right here, knocking on windows and hauling the over-the-limit ones in.


“Yeah, like nobody’s gonna notice a straight black man taking pictures at a gay white guy’s orgy. I’m gonna get my ass kicked.” Hinkle’s gloomy-sounding voice spoke in his ear. “Shit. This always happens. Every damned time.”


“Got to go,” Mac said as he stopped at a traffic light, saw Julie Carlson’s fingers curl around the door handle, and broke the connection.


“What was that all about?” She was looking at him apprehensively.


“I was supposed to take some pictures at a party, and now, thanks to you, I can’t make it. A friend’s going instead.” Mac shot her a quick, assessing glance as he folded the phone and dropped it back down inside his blouse. There wasn’t much positive he could say about the size-42DD Maidenform that was even now threatening to cut him in two, except that it made a hell of a holster for phone and pistol alike. That elastic was strong stuff. If NASA hadn’t discovered it, somebody should clue them in.


He looked pointedly at her hand on the door handle. “You planning on getting out?”


“N-no.” She looked guilty as hell. Her hand dropped back down into her lap.


“Because if you did, it could be dangerous.”


She blanched.


Frowning, he spelled it out. “You could get hit by a car.”


The light changed, and Mac went through the intersection, heading down toward the Battery, which in his estimation was the most likely place to discover an abandoned car. The air coming out of the vents now was cool, and Mac rolled the windows up with a touch of a button. She sucked in her breath.


“Um, where are we going?” she asked, real polite. Her hands were in her lap now, clasped around the cell phone, and she was chewing on her lower lip. She looked sexy as hell doing that. Mac noticed, and wished he hadn’t. Getting turned on by Sid’s sex-kitten wife was no part of his plan.


“You worried you’re being kidnapped?” Realization dawned. There was amusement in his tone.


She stopped chewing on her lip, thank God, and her eyes shot to his face.


“Maybe. Am I?”


He had to give her this: she was no shrinking violet. There was challenge in the question, and in the look she gave him. His estimation of Sid’s wife scooted a notch higher, even though it meant awarding Sid points for good taste.


 “Nah. You’re as safe with me as you would be with your own mama, I promise,” he said soothingly, and turned right, onto an even more run-down street than the one they had left. Drunks and whores and people looking for trouble roamed the sidewalks here, ducking into seedy bars, keeping to the shadows away from the streetlights. Like cockroaches, most of these folks did their scuttling at night. Unlike cockroaches, some of them could be deadly. Fortunately, Mac knew the score.


“Look, Debbie, now that I’ve had time to think it over I think I’ll just call the police.” She lifted her cell phone ostentatiously; her forefinger hovered over the keypad without touching the buttons.


Debbie? For a moment Mac was at a loss. Then he remembered his new persona, and grinned. Debbie—his ex-wife’s name, conjured up out of the blue when he’d glanced into the mirror in the ladies’ room at the Pink Pussycat and noticed that, except for the height and shoulders, he kind of resembled her—definitely was not a normal-looking person. No wonder she was nervous.


“I thought you didn’t want your husband to know you’re out.”


She started chewing her lower lip again. Mac, noticing, forced himself to concentrate on scanning the street for her stolen car. The hand holding the cell phone wavered.


“I don’t.” Her voice was low. “But . . .”


“So how about if we see if we can’t find your car?”


She sucked in her breath, and her gaze flew to his face. “Do you think that’s even remotely possible?”


Mac felt a stab of compunction. Being married to Sid was obviously no picnic, and she was looking to him for help. But he was going to help her, he quieted his nascent knight-in-shining-armor, even if there was an ulterior motive to his assistance. At least, he was going to do what he could to get her car back for her. After that, he made no promises.


He’d been gunning for Sid for too long to let a little thing like a flare of sympathy for his wife hold him back.


“Maybe. Sounds like somebody put in an order for a Jaguar of the same make and model as yours. Either for parts, or somebody wants to acquire one on the cheap. I’m betting on parts, though.”


“Somebody put in an order?” Her tone was disbelieving, but she dropped the cell phone back to her lap.


He turned onto Bay Street and sped up to pass one of the horse-drawn carriages that took tourists on sightseeing rides at all hours of the day and night and were a menace to traffic all over the city. In the distance, the bay looked black as oil except for an occasional string of lights that signified a boat. A foghorn gave its lonely call.


“Happens all the time, especially with a high-end car like yours.”


Her thighs were pressed tightly together, he noticed, her long, slim, and shapely thighs that were bare beneath the crotch-high hem of the pink satin shorts she wore. Glancing down at them—he couldn’t help himself—he found himself wondering if her skin tasted as much like honey as it looked. Annoyed at the direction his thoughts were taking, he shifted his gaze back out to the street where it belonged and picked up his phone.


“License-plate number?” he asked crisply, confining his gaze to her face now as he punched in some numbers. She told him, and he nodded.


“Yeah?” The grumpy-sounding voice on the other end of the phone belonged to Mother Jones. Mother was the go-to man for all the local car thieves; as a gung-ho rookie police officer Mac had arrested him twice in his first two months on the job, been first infuriated and then chagrined to discover that Mother was back on the streets within twenty-four hours each time, and then got clued in to the program before any real harm was done to Mother’s operation or his own career. Fortunately, Mother was not one to bear grudges, and what with one thing and another, they’d ended up developing a mutual respect that had turned into almost a friendship over the years. If anybody could get information on a just-pinched Jaguar in south Charleston, Mother was the man.


“What you interested in it for?” Mother asked cautiously, when Mac gave him the particulars. At times like this, Mother tended to remember that Mac had once been on the other side.


“Lady who owns it is a friend of mine. Her husband’s gonna go ape-shit when he finds out she let it get stolen, and she’s sitting here beside me right now crying her eyes out, afraid she’s gonna get beat up when she goes home.”


Julie Carlson stiffened and looked at him indignantly. Mac shook his head at her, warning her to silence.


“Shee-it.” Mother tut-tutted under his breath, and Mac knew he had punched the right buttons. Mother was a devoted family man with six daughters. “Ain’t no call for that kind of shit, you know? Man who’d rough up his woman, he ought to have his ass kicked.”


“Yeah,” Mac said, agreeing. “Can you help us out here?”


There was a pause. “If I can, you know it gonna cost you.”


“No problem.” He figured Julie Carlson was good for it. Hell, Sid was rich enough.


A grunt. “I’ll make some calls, see what I can do. I’ll let you know. What’s the number?”


Mac gave him his cell-phone number, disconnected, and glanced at his frowning passenger.


“It’s going to cost you to get your car back. Probably about a couple of thousand. If it can be done.”


“I heard.” She sounded disgusted. “I can’t believe I have to pay to get my own car back.”


“You don’t want to, I’ll call Mother back and tell him to forget it.”


“No.” There was a sudden note of panic in her voice, and her hands tightened on her phone. “No, I want it.”


Mac’s lips compressed. She was definitely afraid of Sid. Under the circumstances, feeling sorry for her was a mistake, but feel sorry for her he did.


“Mother’s going to want the money on delivery. If we’re lucky, and he can find your car.”


She looked worried. “I can write him a check. That is, if he brings back my purse, too. It was in the car.”


A check. Mac sighed. “Darlin’, he’s going to want cash.”


Now she was looking really worried. “I only have about fifty dollars in my purse. I can go to an ATM machine when I get it back, but I think the limit for withdrawals is two hundred dollars.”


Mac thought of the cash advance Elizabeth Edwards had given him only hours earlier. It was stashed in the safe at his house, ready to be deposited in the bank bright and early in the morning. He pictured Hinkle’s reaction if he knew what Mac was about to do, made up his mind, and mentally flipped Hinkle the bird. “I got it covered. As long as you’re good for it. You are good for it, right?”


Sid’s wife was definitely not a credit risk, and obviously she had an urgent reason to keep Sid from finding out what she had been up to tonight. The satin thingy she was wearing told its own story. She wouldn’t stiff him.


“Yes. Oh, yes. Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” His voice was dry. The idea of Julie Carlson cavorting with a boyfriend was cheering, considering who she was married to, but unfortunately it got his thoughts going where they shouldn’t again. She was hot stuff, no doubt about it—but, he reminded himself sternly, she wasn’t bed material. Not for him.


What she was, if the gods continued in their current good mood, might just be the inside source he needed to finally get the goods on Sid. He would help her out of her present difficulty, and in the process pump her for all the information he could get.


Mac smiled as he turned down his street, a quiet row of small, single-story, tile-roofed homes that were reasonably well maintained but had seen better days, and parked at the curb. A motley collection of other cars had done likewise all up and down the street.


“Where are we?” She was sounding nervous again.


“My house. I happen to have some cash on hand. Besides, Mother finds your car, we’re going to have to meet with him to get it back. It’d be better for my reputation if he doesn’t see me like this.” He made a gesture encompassing his finery.


“Oh.” She looked him up and down, and her expression turned faintly sympathetic as her gaze met his. “He doesn’t—know?”


“No,” Mac said, refusing to acknowledge how sweet she sounded. He shut off the ignition. “He doesn’t know. You coming in? You can wait in the car if it makes you feel safer.”
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