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“I won’t do it,” Fiona said with an icy smile, then refused to say another word as she stared at the man across from her. It was a stare that usually stopped people in their tracks. In heels, Fiona was six feet tall—and when necessary, she used every inch of her height to intimidate.


James Garrett might be several inches shorter than she was, but he did own the company. “I did not say if you were willing to go,” he said quietly, his dark eyes as hard as the obsidian they resembled. “I said that you were going. My secretary has your tickets.” With that, he looked down at his desk as though the matter were finished and she was to leave his office.


But Fiona hadn’t gotten where she was by being timid. “Kimberly needs me,” she stated flatly, her lips set so firmly they were little more than a line below her nose. Her chin was elevated in such a way that she was looking down on top of his head. Were those hair plugs? she wondered.


“Kimberly can—” James Garrett shouted, then calmed himself. He was not going to tell her to sit down. He wasn’t going to have her or anyone else saying he had a Napoleon complex or that tall women made him feel—“Sit!” he ordered.


But Fiona remained standing. “I need to get back to work. Kimberly needs a few adjustments, and I need to talk to Arthur about projections for the coming season.”


James counted to four, then turned his back on Fiona and looked out the window at the dark streets twenty stories below. New York in February, he thought: cold, windswept, bleak. Here he was offering his top executive a trip to Florida, and she was refusing.


Turning back to Fiona, he narrowed his eyes. “Let me put it this way. You go on this fishing excursion with this man or I’ll separate you and Kimberly forever. Understand me?”


For a moment Fiona stared at him without comprehension. “But I am Kimberly,” she said in disbelief. “We can’t be separated.”


James rubbed his hand over his face. “Three days, Fiona. Three days! That’s all I’m asking. You spend three measly days with this man, then you never again have to leave the streets of New York. You can set up housekeeping in the middle of Saks for all I care. Now go! Pack! The plane leaves early tomorrow morning.”


Fiona had a few thousand words she wanted to say, but the man was, after all, her boss. And his threat of taking Kimberly away from her was more than she could bear. Kimberly and her family were Fiona’s life. She had other friends, other enjoyments, but Kimberly was everything. Kimberly was—


Fiona’s thoughts paused as she passed James Garrett’s secretary. The odious woman was smiling as she held Fiona’s ticket in her bent hand.


“Bon voyage,” the woman said, smirking. As usual, she’d heard every word that had gone on in her boss’s office. “We’ll all see that Kimberly is tucked in every night. I’m sure she’ll miss you dreadfully.”


As Fiona walked past the woman, her heels clicking, she took the tickets and smiled sweetly. “Get your raise, Babs?” James Garrett was notorious for his penny-pinching.


The secretary tried to snap the tickets back, but Fiona was too fast; she caught them and kept going.


Three days, Fiona thought as her long legs ate up the distance back to her office. Three days amid swamps, crocodiles, and … and some man who was demanding her presence.


“Just who the hell does he think he is?” she muttered as she strode into her office.


“Who does who think he is?” Gerald asked as he put Kimberly’s new designs on Fiona’s desk.


Fiona could hardly stand to look at them. James Garrett might think it was only three days, but to her it was—“Oh, hell!” she said as she glanced at her watch. It was nearly six, and tonight was Diane’s birthday dinner.


Looking down at her assistant, Gerald, Fiona started to speak, but he beat her to it.


“No need to say a word; it’s all over the office. Do you know why this man wants you? I mean other than the usual reason a man wants a …” He trailed off.


“I’ve never met him; I know nothing. But worse, I didn’t have time to—”


“Buy Diane a present?” Gerald said, eyes sparkling, as he withdrew a beautifully wrapped gift from behind his back. “Ferragamo shoes, size six and a half,” he said. “Hope you don’t mind if I snooped a bit in your private file, just to check sizes and—”


Fiona wasn’t sure if she should thank him or slap him or just fire him. She kept everything on her computer, including what her friends and her many business associates liked or wore or collected. That Gerald had gone into this private file was certainly overstepping his duties as her executive assistant.


“Don’t worry about a thing,” Gerald said as he removed her sheared beaver coat from the closet and held it up. “I’ll take care of Kimberly and Sean and Warren, and I’ll make sure the maps get to production. In fact, why don’t you take a vacation and stay a little longer? I hear that Florida is wonderful this time of year.”


Reluctantly, Fiona pulled on her coat; then in the doorway, she turned back and smiled at Gerald. He was already standing behind her desk, looking at her designs.


“You change one hair on Kimberly and I’ll bring back a crocodile and lock it in the toilet with you,” she said with her very sweetest smile, then turned and walked out.
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“All right, tell me one more time,” Diane said just before she threw back her head and downed yet another shot of straight tequila. This was at least her fourth drink—or may be it was her fifth. “You have to go where when and why?”


“I don’t know,” Fiona said in exasperation as she held up her hand to the waiter to bring her another drink. She knew she was going to regret this in the morning, but today had to be the worst day of her life. But now her four best friends in the world were here, and they wanted to share, so …


She looked at each face with love. They’d been together since they were kids, and—


“Hey! Wake up!” Ashley said. “No getting soppy on us. What is this all about? Is this man in love with you?”


“How could he be? I’ve never met him,” Fiona said. “From what I hear he’s sixty-some and has a figure like Santa Claus.”


“But he’s rich, right?” Jean said as she emptied her glass of iced tea. Long Island iced tea, as in vodka, gin, rum, and tequila mixed together.


“If he isn’t rich now, he will be as soon as his show hits the market; then he’ll—”


“Excuse me,” Susan said, interrupting Fiona as she lifted her triangle-shaped martini glass. Susan didn’t really like martinis, but the glasses were so sexy it turned her on just holding one. “Not all of us live here in this fabulous city, and not all of us—”


“Yeah, yeah,” Jean said, laughing. “Don’t start the I’m-a-poor-little-girl-from-Indiana routine.”


“Los Angeles,” Susan said, deadpan. It was a running joke of the two who lived in Manhattan about whether anything west of the Hudson was civilized or not.


“All right, calm down,” Fiona said, holding her hands up in a sign for peace. “I’ll tell you all I know—but it’s very little. A man from Texas, by the name of Roy Hudson, created a children’s show called Raphael. I know nothing about it except that it was such a big hit on his local TV station that it’s been bought by one of the national channels.”


“Which one?” Jean asked.


“What does it matter?” Ashley asked. She had flown in from her home in Seattle the night before.


“PBS or NBC?”


“I see,” Ashley said. “Money.”


“Of course. Isn’t that always what everything is about?”


“Are you going to let Fiona speak or not?” Susan said.


“There isn’t much more,” Fiona said as she took another sip of her gin and tonic. “As there always is with these things, there’ll be franchising, and Davidson wants the contract to manufacture the toys from the show. Simple.”


“Mmmm,” Jean said. “So what do you—and Kimberly—have to do with this TV show? What’s the name of it again? And what’s it about?”


“I didn’t see the tapes, so I have no idea what it’s about. It’s called Raphael, and I imagine it’s about … Well, actually I don’t know what it’s about—I just heard about all this today for the first time.” Fiona took a deep drink of her gin and tonic.


“So why—?”


“Why has this man said he’d only sell to Davidson Toys if I personally go on a trip to Florida with him?” Usually Fiona’s excellent manners would never allow her to raise her voice in public, but her confrontation with Garrett had nearly sent her over the edge.


“I don’t know!” she half shouted, then quieted when Ashley put her red-nailed hand on her wrist. “All I know is that this Texas good ol’ boy has requested that I go on a …” She had to swallow before she could say the word. “A three-day fishing trip with him and a guide named Ace.” At that she downed the last of her drink then raised her hand to the waiter for a refill.


Susan was the first to laugh. It escaped out of the corners of her mouth in a way that was familiar to the other women. They’d often said that Susan’s sense of humor had saved their sanity.


“‘Ace’?” Susan said, the corners of her mouth twitching. “Do you think he’s one of those men who carry photos of his first wife, his second wife, and the third one in his wallet? And photos of all the kids from each marriage?”


“And each photo is at least twenty years old?” Jean said, laughing.


“Little Leroy in the photo is now serving five to nine for grand theft auto.”


They were all laughing now, and Diane ordered a high calorie cheesy thing to dip into with fried chips. So far they hadn’t gotten around to ordering dinner.


“No, Ace flew a plane during World War Two,” Jean said. “He’ll show Fiona his war medals.”


“Really, girls,” Ashley said. “It’s Florida. He’ll have skin rougher than the alligators he wrestles. And he’ll call all women ‘honey’ and ‘babe.’”


“And his tattoos were done before they were fashionable,” Diana said.


Fiona leaned forward. “As always, you’re all off base. Ace is gorgeous: tall, dark, and handsome. He has everything except one little bitty thing.”


At that all the women laughed suggestively. “If it’s little, I don’t want it.”


“Oh, not that …” Fiona practically purred. “That is developed to the size of—Oh! here’s the food,” she said, grinning, her green eyes sparkling.


Jean laughed. “Then the little part must be his—” Breaking off, she looked around the table. “All together now, ladies, one, two, three.” Lifting her arms in imitation of a bandleader, she directed the chorus.


“His brain,” they said in unison.


“You know, Fee,” Ashley said, her mouth full of chip and dip, “I could stand three days with some bronzed Adonis named Ace.”


“Puh-lease,” Fiona said. “I like a man to have something besides pectorals.”


“Not me,” Susan said, mouth full. “I never cared whether a man had a brain or not.”


“You’ll care after the newness wears off—so to speak,” Fiona said seriously. “Then you’ll be left with nothing. He’ll run off with some blonde bimbo, and you’ll be left—”


“Give me a break!” Diane said. “It’s my birthday.”


“Right,” Fiona said apologetically. “It’s your birthday, and all we’re doing is talking about my problems.”


“Some problems,” Ashley said. “Three days in sunny Florida alone with a beautiful body with no brain and—”


“And good ol’ boy Roy and another guy who cleans the fish,” Fiona said with a dry chuckle. “Meanwhile, Kimberly—”


“Aaaargh,” came the collective groan.


“Okay, okay. I know. No talk of Kimberly allowed.”


“Yeah,” Susan said, “let’s talk about something else altogether.”


“I agree,” Jean said.


For a few moments all the women were silent.


“So what’s this Ace’s last name? Or does he just go by ‘Ace’?” Ashley asked, running her fingertip around the rim of her glass.


With a sigh of reluctance, Fiona reached down to her briefcase, removed a paper, and scanned it.


“Montgomery. His name is Paul “Ace” Montgomery.”





One
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“I refuse to accept it in that condition,” Ace said, glaring at the man who was holding out a clipboard and expecting him to sign the acceptance papers.


“Look, mister, I’m just the deliveryman, and nobody said anything about busted crates. So just sign it so I can get out of here.”


Ace kept his hands at his side. “Maybe you can’t read, but I can,” he said. “The fine print on that contract says that once I accept shipment, it’s my responsibility. That means that if it’s broken, then it’s my problem. But if I find out that it’s broken before I sign, then it’s your problem. Got it?”


For a moment the man stood there opening and closing his mouth. “Do you know what’s in that thing?”


“I most certainly do, since I’m the one who ordered it. And paid for it, I might add.”


The man still didn’t seem to understand. “So let’s get it out of here so we can—”


“No,” Ace said. “We open it here and now.”


At that the man looked about him pointedly, as though Ace didn’t understand exactly where they were. They were in the baggage claim area of the Fort Lauderdale airport. Right now there were only a few porters removing unclaimed bags from the carousels, but any minute the escalator to the left might start delivering a plane full of people. “You want me to uncrate the thing here? Now?” the man said quietly.


“Now,” Ace said firmly. “You put it in my truck, it’s mine, so I have to pay for it if it’s damaged, and I paid too much for it to—”


“Yeah, yeah,” the man said, bored, then turned to a skinny kid standing next to Ace. The kid was wearing the same gray uniform that the guy giving the orders was wearing. “He always like that?”


“Naw, sometimes he’s a real pain in the neck.”


“I hope you’re gettin’ paid well.”


“Actually …” he began, but a bark from Ace stopped him.


“Tim! You want to get away from that end of the crate? I don’t want one of my guys touching it until I see that it’s working.”


With his back to Ace, the deliveryman grimaced. He was tired and hungry, and worse, he was alone. He’d have to uncrate the damned thing by himself all because of a little dent in one corner. Using a crowbar, he pried up one side of the fifteen-foot-long crate, and there, lying in a bed of Styrofoam pellets was the remote control. With a wicked little smile that he made sure no one saw, he pocketed the control, then kept on uncrating. When he got to the other end, Ace was bent over the opposite end, peering inside, a frown of concentration on his face.


“Psst,” the deliveryman said to the kid in the uniform. The label on his pocket said, Tim, Kendrick Park. “Tim,” the deliveryman said, then handed him the remote control.


“Is that what—”


“Quiet,” the man ordered. “Don’t let him see it.”


“Yeah, sure,” Tim said, his eyes wide, looking like a kid with the world’s biggest Nintendo game in his hands.


“Just don’t push the buttons,” the deliveryman said, “ because the thing will start moving and it’ll scare everybody.”


“Yeah?” Tim said, somehow managing to open his eyes even wider. But Tim could no more resist the temptation than Adam could. The minute the crate was opened enough to see inside the near end, Tim pushed the buttons—then was extremely satisfied when a woman behind him gave a yelp of fear.


“It’s all right,” Ace said to the crowd as he looked at the first of what was probably a planeload of travelers arriving in the baggage claim. “It’s not real. It’s just a fiberglass alligator sent here from California, and we’re checking it for damages.”


At his words the fear left their faces, but they showed no signs of moving closer to the baggage carousel. What some of them had just seen was what looked to be the enormous head of an alligator lift out of a wooden crate and snap its jaws at the man who was fearlessly putting his hands into the long box.


When no one so much as moved even an inch in the direction of the luggage, Ace shook his head in exasperation, then turned and snatched the remote from Tim. “Would you help rather than hinder?”


“Sorry, boss,” Tim said, but he didn’t look sorry. “I couldn’t resist it. That thing sure does look real.”


“That’s why it cost me every penny I had,” Ace muttered. “Now get on that end and check its tail. See if there’s so much as a scratch.”


Now that Ace and Tim had taken over, the deliveryman was leaning against the back wall and using a pocket knife to trim his nails. “So how come you don’t have a real alligator?” he asked. “You runnin’ out of real ones down here?” He laughed at his own joke. “Too many handbags and shoes?”


Ace had to nearly push a woman aside as she leaned so far over to see inside the crate that she was in the way. “Kendrick Park is a bird sanctuary,” he said, as if that explained everything.


When the man looked puzzled, Tim said quietly, “He doesn’t like to put things in cages, but alligators draw crowds.”


The man pondered that for a minute. “I see. So you thought that if you get a fake alligator you’ll get tourists, but ol’ Ivan here won’t cry crocodile tears of loneliness. Right?” He was grinning at his little witticism.


When Ace didn’t bother to answer, Tim said, “Exactly.”


“You about through with your inspection, Mr. Birdman?” the deliveryman asked.


“The damage on the crate is on the bottom. To do a proper inspection, we’re going to have to take it out and look at its belly.”


“Just what my wife says to me every night,” the man said under his breath to Tim, who turned red and choked on his laughter. At the moment his boss didn’t look as though he was in the mood for jokes.


“Okay, Tim, get the tail. Careful. I don’t want it hurt. Okay,” Ace said a moment later as he looked at the huge alligator replica stretched out full length on the floor. “It looks undamaged.”


“So you want to sign this now, so I can go get something to eat?”


“All right,” Ace said, stretching out his hand; then he took a deep breath before he signed the paper saying the terrifically expensive replica was now his responsibility. For a moment he glanced up at the plane passengers that were now surrounding them. They were silent, tired after their flight from New York, or maybe they were just awed at seeing what they had hoped to see on their trip to Florida. Whatever, they were just standing there watching this free show while suitcases went unnoticed, round and round on the carousel.


“Okay, so let’s get him back in his box,” Ace said. “Tim, you get the tail, and I’ll get the head.”


For a moment, Ace hesitated as he tried to figure out how best to get a grip on the beast. In the next second he inserted his hand, then his arm up to his armpit down the alligator’s mouth. When a collective “Ooooh” went up from the watching crowd, he smiled. This was going to work, he thought. Over on the other side of the state, Disney was making a fortune with his fake animals, while farms here in Fort Lauderdale were barely able to feed their 450-pound ’gators. And getting ma, pa, and the kids to want to go see a flock of flamingos was a losing proposition—and he had the empty bank account to prove it.


As Ace and Tim were putting the giant fiberglass alligator back into the box, neither of them saw the inquisitive toddler slip between the suitcases and pick up the remote control that Ace had carefully set on top of his toolbox. The little boy, at eighteen months, just loved to push buttons.
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“Bloody hell,” Fiona muttered as she disembarked the plane. She’d had a couple of hangovers in her life, mostly while in college, but nothing like this. Not only did her head hurt, but she could feel even the tiny bones in her ankles. She’d fallen asleep on the plane, and the attendant had had to wake her, which made her the last one off the plane.


Dragging her backpack on over her shoulder sent more pain through her. She and the rest of The Five, as they’d dubbed themselves as kids, had stayed out until two A.M., laughing riotously over everything in their lives, but most especially over Fiona’s having to go on a fishing trip.


“You?” Jean had said. “I can’t imagine you more than two miles from a manicurist.” Jean was a sculptor and her hands always looked scraped and worn. But all four of the women knew that Jean didn’t need to do anything to make a living; she had a trust fund.


As Fiona walked into the airport, the bright light coming through the huge windows made her hide her eyes while she fumbled in her bag for the sunglasses she’d bought at La-Guardia Airport. In New York they’d seemed so dark she could hardly see through them. But now the glare made them seem like clear glass.


The airport seemed empty as she trudged ahead, her aching head filled with nothing but bad thoughts. How was she going to survive the next three days? Would this man require her to clean fish?


When she stepped onto the escalator leading down to the baggage carousels, the movement almost made her retch. Quickly, she fumbled in her bag for a tissue, then held it to her mouth. Why was she here and what did this man Roy Hudson want with her? And why Florida? And if Florida, why not some nice clean, private beach? Why was he insisting on going into the swamps or whatever to look for—


Because Fiona had a tissue to her mouth and her eyes closed, she had descended the escalator without seeing the silent, watching crowd at the bottom. But when she stepped off, she nearly fell on top of a man with a paunch and not much hair.


“Pardon me,” she said in a voice as husky as her brain was feeling.


The man looked up at her and his face softened. “Any time,” he said, then stepped aside so she could see what they were all watching.


Later, Fiona said that she didn’t think, she just moved. What she saw—her eyes blinking behind the dark glasses, her mind full of swamps and alligators and the treachery of the state of Florida—was a man with his arm being eaten off by an enormous alligator. As the alligator started to thrash its tail, then move its head from side to side, the man shouted something incomprehensible as he tried to free himself from the attacking reptile.


In school Fiona had been the girl with the fastest reaction time in any game, whether it was soccer or pickup sticks, and now she lost no time. Next to her was a woman with an airport luggage cart, and on top of it was a pink bowling ball bag with the name Dixie embroidered on it.


Without a thought, Fiona picked up the bag and threw it with all her might at the midsection of the alligator.


She wasn’t prepared for what happened next. The alligator exploded! It didn’t open its mouth and release its victim. Instead, there was a terrific noise, then the whole nasty green thing seemed to fly into thousands of pieces that went flying around the airport.


While Fiona stood there in stunned silence, the rest of the people in the airport seemed to go crazy. Instantly there was screaming and shouts of, “Bomb, bomb!”; then sirens went off and people started running.


Unmoving, still not understanding what had happened, Fiona removed her sunglasses and looked at what she thought had been an alligator. A man came toward her and there seemed to be a double row of teeth attached to his upper arm. Her eyes were on the oddity of the teeth, but when she looked up at the man to ask why he was wearing teeth, she saw that he was furious and he was coming after her.


Instinctively, Fiona took a step backward, whereupon she tripped over the luggage cart of the woman who had had the bowling ball bag. But now the woman was gone, probably to join all the many people who were screaming and running frantically for the exits.


“Lady, I’m going to kill you,” the man said as his hands made for Fiona’s neck.


But the alligator teeth, and what looked to be a detached eyeball, slipped down his hands so that both teeth and murderous hands were coming for her throat. Fiona opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out.


But then, just before the man reached her, two security guards and a boy with red hair grabbed the man, teeth and all, and pulled him away.


“Thank you so much,” Fiona said when a third and fourth security guard helped her to stand up. “That man should be locked away. He’s a danger to society, and if you don’t—Wait a minute! What do you think you’re doing?”


The guard was pulling Fiona’s hands behind her back and snapping handcuffs on her wrists. “We’re holding you for the police, that’s what. The man says you’re the one that threw the bomb.” She could hardly hear him over the cacophony of the people in the airport, running every which way, screaming names of people they couldn’t find.


“Bomb?” she shouted. “I threw a bowling ball bag at an alligator that was eating a man’s arm.”


“Yeah, right,” one of the guards said. “We got alligators crawling all over the airports here in Fort Lauderdale. It entertains the tourists to no end.”


“But you can ask—”


“Save it for the police,” the second guard said as the two of them pulled her toward the exit door.


“What about my luggage? You have to call my boss in New York. He can—”


“Ah. New York,” the first guard said as though that explained everything.


Before Fiona could say another word, she was pulled along by the men and led to a car marked Airport Security. Just like on TV, the man shielded her head from getting banged on the top of the doorframe as he forcibly helped her inside the car.
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Shaking with fatigue, Fiona sat down on the dirty bedspread and looked at the telephone on the cheap, battered bedside cabinet. The beautiful hotel where she was supposed to stay had canceled her reservation when she didn’t show up before six. At first she’d politely tried to explain that she’d been in jail for the last six hours, but when she saw the young female clerk back away as though Fiona were a criminal, she tried threatening. This got her nowhere fast, and the manager soon came out and asked her to leave.


So now she was in what had to be the sleaziest motel in all of Florida. It was four A.M. and she had to meet Roy Hudson in two hours.


With her hands protected with a tissue (because who knew what type of person had used this phone last?), she punched the buttons to call Jeremy.


When his sleepy voice answered, Fiona burst into tears.


“Who is this? Is this a prank call? You’d better speak up!” Jeremy loudly demanded while Fiona tried to get herself together.


“It’s me,” she managed to whisper. “Oh, Jeremy, I’ve just had—”


“Fiona, do you know what time it is? I have to get up and go to work in three hours.”


“I haven’t been to bed at all. Oh, Jeremy, I’ve been in jail.”


That got his attention, and she could imagine his sitting up and reaching for a cigarette. She waited a moment until she heard his lighter click, then heard him inhale.


“All right, I’m listening,” he said in his lawyer voice.


Maybe he didn’t like a girlfriend calling him before dawn, but a client in trouble was a whole other matter. After about ten minutes of listening to Fiona’s semihysterical telling of her outrageous story, Jeremy interrupted.


“They let you go? No charges?”


“What could they charge me with?” Fiona’s voice was rising. “I thought I was saving the man’s life. Not that it was worth much. Did I tell you that the ungrateful jerk tried to murder me? I ought to sue him.”


“Ah. There’s the word. Is he planning to sue you? What about the people at the airport? Did anyone have any accidents during the panic you caused? Heart attacks? Were any ambulances called?”


“Jeremy! Whose side are you on?”


“Yours of course,” he said in a tone of dismissal, “but money is money. Did the man say he was going to sue you for destroying his alligator?”


“I don’t know. I don’t remember. They kept us separated after we got to the police station. Oh, Jeremy, it was so horrible, and I wish you were here to hold me. That man—”


He cut her off. “Did anyone else mention a lawsuit? What about the airport personnel? You caused mass hysteria, so I doubt if they’ll take that lightly.”


Fiona ran her hand over her face. There was no longer any hope that she still wore makeup. “Jeremy, I called you as my friend, not as a lawyer.”


“Maybe you’ll need both, so would you please answer my questions?”


Part of her wanted to be babied, hugged and cuddled as best he could over the telephone, but another part of her was sane and sensible. She took a deep breath. “The woman whose bowling ball bag I used came to the police station and said I had to buy her a new bag. And her ball was dented too.”


Jeremy let out smoke so fast he nearly choked. “You dented her bowling ball?”


“Don’t start on me,” Fiona snapped. “I’ve heard it all from those horrible policemen. I guess I must have put a lot of my anger into that throw because I hit that … that … thing pretty hard.”


“Enough to dent a bowling ball,” Jeremy said in wonder. “Remind me never to make you angry at me. So, what did you do about the woman’s bag and ball? And, by the way, why didn’t you call me from the station?”


“Because they said I wasn’t under arrest, that I was their ‘guest’ until this thing was cleared up, therefore I didn’t need any fancy-smancy New York lawyer.”


“You need to document this. You might have a case for a lawsuit against them.”


“I never want to see them again. I gave the woman a check for three hundred dollars and—”


“You what!?”


“Paid for the ball I dented,” Fiona half shouted into the phone. “Isn’t that what you just asked me?”


Jeremy didn’t speak for a moment. “You want to calm down?”


“How can I calm down? I didn’t want to leave Kimberly in the first place; Garrett made me go. Now, there’s someone I’d like to sue. He threatened me that if I didn’t go on this trip he’d separate me from Kimberly forever. Can he do that?”


“He’s your boss,” Jeremy said, stubbing out his cigarette. Privately, he thought that it would be a great relief if Fiona were separated from Kimberly. “Look, Fee, honey, I need to get some more sleep. It doesn’t sound as though you’re in serious trouble, but I’ll call a friend of mine down there in the morning and have him call you. I’ll have him make sure that nothing bad is going to happen to you.” His voice softened. “Now I want you to take a long, hot bath, then get into bed and dream about me.”


Finally, Fiona smiled. It seemed that she hadn’t smiled in days, maybe even in years. “I’d like that,” she said softly, leaning back against the headboard. But the creaky thing almost came off its cheap frame, so she had to sit up quickly to keep from falling, and the movement broke the spell.


“I can’t,” she said in a little-girl whine. “I have to meet this old man, this Roy Hudson, in just over an hour.”


“Can’t you call and delay the meeting?”


“It’s for”—she swallowed—“fishing. You have to go out in the boat very early for fishing. Maybe the slimy little things take afternoon naps; I don’t know. But I have to be there very soon.”


“All right, calm down. This man Hudson is rich, so I’m sure he’ll have a boat with a crew. A yacht probably. Think you could handle a yacht? Have yourself a few drinks? Lie in the sun?”


“Drinking is what got me in this mess in the first place, and sun is not going to touch my skin and make me look sixty at forty, and—”


“Okay, have it your way. Be miserable if you want to. Just tell me where you’ll be, so my friend can reach you.”


“I’ll be at Kendrick Park until we get on the boat. I think it’s a bird sanctuary, and get this, as if I didn’t have enough problems, one of the men on the boat is named Ace.”


When Jeremy was silent, Fiona spoke again. “You don’t think that’s funny?”


“Not particularly. What’s wrong with that name?”


She thought about telling him of what she and The Five had come up with about the man, but Jeremy liked The Five as much as he liked Kimberly. “I think it might be a woman thing.”


“I’m sure it is. Look, honey …”


“Yes, I know, you need your beauty sleep. Did I tell you that when I didn’t claim my suitcase, they put it into an incinerator? After all, they’d already had one bomb scare that day, so they didn’t need another one. I am here with the clothes on my back and what’s in my pack.”


Jeremy yawned. “If I know women, that thing is full of everything you need for a week on a deserted island.”


Tightening her lips, Fiona glared at the phone. His chauvinistic comment was one of dismissal, and all his care and concern had been about legal matters. He hadn’t offered her a word of sympathy for all that she’d been through. So much for a shoulder to cry on! “At least your photo was in the bag that got burned up,” she said, then hung up. But the gesture didn’t make her feel any better. She had an hour and a half to get ready to meet Roy Hudson.





Two


[image: Image]


It was six o’clock on a winter morning, and already it was bright enough for Fiona to need her sunglasses. Of course a night spent in a police station, while recovering from a hangover that would have killed a lesser person, didn’t help any.


It seemed that James Garrett’s secretary had “forgotten” to give Fiona the name and number of the car service that was to take her to this Kendrick Park, so Fiona had taken a taxi. Just one more item to add to the list of indignities she’d already suffered on this trip-in-hell, she thought.


The taxi let her off in front of what seemed to be impenetrable jungle. “I think there’s a mistake. This place is supposed to be a park.”


The cab driver shrugged. “This is the address,” he said, pointing to a small, sun-bleached sign near what was possibly an opening in the jungle mass.


Reluctantly, Fiona paid him then got out of the car.


“Better watch your shoes,” he said as he drove off, laughing.


Upon closer inspection there was a four-foot-wide path meandering through the shrubs, but deep sand covered the walkway. “Of course,” she muttered. “What did I expect? A sidewalk? Oh, Fiona, you do have a sense of humor.”


She was wearing her New York uniform: black wool jacket, white silk blouse, short black skirt, black hose, and black high heels. In her suitcase had been some lovely outfits perfect for wearing on a boat, but they were now ashes, she thought with a grimace. But maybe this place had a gift shop and she could at least purchase a pair of sneakers.


But the further she walked, the more run-down the place seemed. Not exactly Disney, she thought. There was a little kiosk that seemed to be a ticket-taking booth, but no one was there this early in the morning. Further on was another building that looked as though a good wind could knock it over.


What a dreary place, she thought, picking her way across the sand, but still getting it in her shoes. Cupping her hand, she looked inside the window of the larger building. On one side was an old-fashioned juice bar with stools covered in worn red plastic and what had to be the gift shop on the other side.


Fiona rubbed the dust from the glass and looked closer. Inside all she could see were things about birds. There were bird photos, plastic birds, huge bird kites, bird posters, birds made of stone. Even the cash register had birds painted on it.


Turning away, for a moment she leaned against the building, removed her shoe, and poured a couple of pounds of sand out. The only shoes a place like that was going to carry were for webbed feet.


With a glance at her watch she saw that it was nearly six-thirty. So where was everyone? At that thought she almost cried because they were probably all still in bed. Sleeping.


Suddenly, she thought she saw movement through the abundant greenery. “If it’s an alligator, I’ll throw myself on it,” she said aloud, then cautiously moved toward what looked like something in human clothes.


A man was bent over something. She couldn’t see much of him, just his back and one corner of his right ear.


“Excuse me,” she said softly, but the man didn’t seem to hear her. “Excuse me!” she said louder.


“I’m not deaf!” the man said as he turned partway around, then swung back again. “Damnation! Look what you made me do. Don’t you know better than to sneak up on people? What are you doing here this early anyway? We don’t open until nine.”


With that he turned back toward her, and there was a tall, long-legged white bird in his hand. For a split second it registered with Fiona that the man was as tall as, if not taller than, she was, which was a welcome treat.


“Hello, I’m—” she said, and had her hand extended when she recognized him.


“You!” they shouted in unison.


He recovered first. “If you’ve come here to apologize, I won’t accept it. The only thing I’ll accept from you is a check.”


“Apologize? Are you out of your mind?” Fiona said, her anger instantly at the boiling point. “I saved your worthless life.”


“From what? Death by plastic? Look, lady, I don’t know why you came here, but I want you to leave now.”


“For your information, not that it’s any of your business, I’m meeting someone. Are you killing that bird?”


He dropped the bird, and it went running into the plants. “And who would you be meeting?”


“Roy Hudson,” she said, and hoped with all her might that Hudson owned this place so she could do what she could to get this creep fired. “And Ace.”


“Ace?” the man said, his face softening.


Now she had him. Maybe Ace would beat him up. “Yes Ace. He and Roy are meeting me, and we’re going fishing.”


“Really. So what are you doing here? Planning to use the cormorants?”


At that she could only blink at him. Was that a private Florida joke?


“You are certainly dressed for fishing,” he said, looking her up and down.


She badly wanted to zap him with a put-down that would set him on his ear. “At least today you’re wearing something other than a set of teeth.” At that retort, which made no real sense, she happened to look at his shirt. Embroidered on the pocket was, Ace, Kendrick Park.


“That’s it,” she said, then threw up her hands and started walking back to the entrance. “I have had it. I have reached the limit of my endurance. I am going back to New York where people are safe.”


“Fiona,” came another voice from behind her, this one older and friendly, but she didn’t stop walking toward the entrance.


“Honey, I’d recognize you anywhere,” the man said as he caught her arm and prevented her from moving.


“Let me guess,” she said with heavy sarcasm. “Roy Hudson.”


“Right you are, little lady. Now come over here and meet the rest of the crew.”


Roy Hudson was in his early sixties and looked to be as cuddly as Winnie the Pooh, whom he somewhat resembled. Fiona felt like asking him if he had a penchant for honey and a friend who loved to bounce.


“This is Ace Montgomery, and he owns this little ol’ place.”


“And he deserves every square inch of it,” Fiona said as she smiled across Roy’s outstretched hand into the eyes of the owner of the dilapidated Kendrick Park. But she didn’t extend her hand to shake Ace’s.


“We’ve met,” Ace said, his upper lip curled into a sneer as he again looked Fiona up and down. “Miss Burkenhalter and I had a … a confrontation at the airport.”


“How wonderful,” Roy said, then slapped Fiona on the back so hard she nearly fell forward onto Ace. “You all ready to go? I gotta car waitin’, and the boat’s all packed.”


“Mr. Hudson,” Fiona said firmly. “I think there’s been a mistake. I know that you talked to Garrett about me and that you requested me, but I really don’t know anything about the merchandising of action figures. Or stuffed animals or whatever it is you want to sell. And I also don’t know anything about fishing. So, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll excuse myself from this excursion and return to town.”


Putting her hand into the outside pocket of her backpack, she pulled out her cell phone. Truthfully, she was dying to tell The Five that she’d been right: Ace was gorgeous beyond belief: black hair, black eyes, a body … And he was as big a loser as she’d predicted, she thought as she glanced back at the crumbling gift shop.


As she lifted her finger to push the buttons, she looked at Ace. “Don’t worry, it’s real, not a plastic fake.”


Before Ace could reply to that gibe, Roy started laughing. “That must have been some meetin’ the two of you had yesterday. But we got days for you two to tell me all about it.” With that he put his arm around Fiona’s shoulders and firmly turned her away from the entrance and just as firmly held her arm in a way to prevent her using the telephone. “Now, honey, why I asked for you is somethin’ we gotta talk about. But not yet. First we need to have some fun.”


Throughout this exchange, Ace had been glaring at Fiona with so much hostility that, had the circumstances been different, she might have been afraid of him. But right now her mind was too full of plans to be afraid of anything. She stepped away from Roy as she realized she had to get out of this situation. Even Garrett would understand if she left after what she’d been through. All she’d have to do is mention “lawsuit” to Garrett and he’d forgive anything.


“I think we need to get this lady some different clothes, don’t you, Roy?” Ace said in a voice that dripped with kind consideration. But the steel grip he put on Fiona’s upper arm was anything but kind.


“I’m not staying here,” she hissed at him, then turned back to smile at Roy. She’d better not anger the man who owned Raphael, not when Garrett wanted the franchise rights so much. She’d just explain to Roy that they’d have to take their little trip at another time—preferably after this man Ace was rotting in the ground.


“I have clothes for her,” Ace said loudly to Roy; then into Fiona’s ear, he said, “You either come with me or we spend this afternoon with lawyers talking about how you’re going to pay for the property you destroyed.”


Jeremy wouldn’t like that, she thought, then tears came to her eyes as the man’s hands bit harder into her flesh. “I, ah, think I should wear something different,” she mumbled to Roy, then tried to keep up with the stride of the maniac parkman.


Once they were out of sight of Roy—out of sight of civilization, she thought as the plants closed about them—she halted and jerked her arm out of his grip.


“There are laws against this,” she hissed at him so Roy wouldn’t hear.


Ace closed the one step that separated them and put his nose to hers. “There are laws against destruction of property, too. My lawyer said I was a fool for not suing you. Do you have any idea how much that alligator cost me?”


“Trade price or retail?”


Obviously, the man had no sense of humor. At the look of rage on his face, she stepped backward.


With the muscles in his jaw working frantically, Ace grabbed her wrist and half dragged her down what could have been called a path. As it was only about six inches wide, the plants scraped her arms, and she was sure they were snagging her hose. She’d been walking on sand for so long that it was beginning to feel normal to have grit between her toes.


“Where are you taking me?” she demanded, but he just kept pulling her along, saying nothing.


Finally they came to a clearing in the “jungle,” and there was a tiny house, the front of it fitted with screens from the roof to halfway to the ground. Ace threw open a screen door, pulled her through the long narrow room, then opened another door and shoved her down onto a bed.


For a moment Fiona felt real fear. If she were to scream, no one would hear her, and she was utterly alone with a raving madman.
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