
[image: Cover: Play Dirty, by Sandra Brown]


#1 New Year Times bestselling author

Sandra Brown

If Nobody’s Playing by the Rules…

Play Dirty

“If you want romantic suspense that has teeth… Sandra Brown’s your gal.”—Stephen King






PRAISE FOR #1 BESTSELLING AUTHOR SANDRA BROWN AND HER ELECTRIFYING THRILLERS


“If you want romantic suspense that has teeth… Sandra Brown’s your gal.”

—Stephen King



PLAY DIRTY


“[A] provocative, sex-fueled thriller…. The tension builds as lust, greed, pride, wrath and envy threaten to undo everyone in this tightly told tale of modern temptation.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A masterpiece of nouveau noir, a dark, sexy thriller with strong echoes of such classics as The Postman Always Rings Twice and Double Indemnity.”

—The Providence Journal

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

—The Washington Post

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

—Herald Sun (Australia)



RICOCHET


“No one does steamy suspense like Brown, as shown by this expert mix of spicy romance and sharply crafted crime drama…. Tight plotting, a hot love story with some nice twists and a credible ending help make this a standout thriller.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

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

—The Washington Post

“[A] taut Southern thriller… delectable.”

—Life magazine

“Gripping and absorbing… a must-read.”

—Booklist



CHILL FACTOR


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

—Orlando Sentinel

“Compelling characters, sexual tension and stunning plot twists… a page-turner that will keep readers guessing until the end.”

—The Sunday Oklahoman

“Virtuoso plot twists…. Brown’s thriller engages the primal senses.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“This creepy tale puts [Sandra Brown] in a remarkable class of her own.”

—Ottawa Citizen

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

—The San Diego Union-Tribune



WHITE HOT


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

—Publishers Weekly

“An action thriller that will keep reader attention from first page to last… as white-hot as a bomb going off.”

—Midwest Book Review

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

—BookPage



HELLO, DARKNESS


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

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

“[A] fast-reading thriller… that will leave fans begging for an encore.”

—Publishers Weekly

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

—Booklist



ACCLAIM FOR THE WORLDWIDE BESTSELLING NOVELS OF SANDRA BROWN


“Perfectly plotted…. Sin-tillating suspense.”

—People

“Brown stages one dramatic scene after another.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[Sandra Brown] carefully craft[s] tales that keep readers on the edge of their seats.”

—USA Today








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

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




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




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








[image: Play Dirty, by Sandra Brown, Simon & Schuster]







CHAPTER 1


THAT IT?”

“That’s it.” Griff Burkett tossed a small duffel bag onto the backseat of the car, then got into the front passenger seat. “I didn’t bring much with me. I’m sure as hell not taking souvenirs.” He wanted no memorabilia from his stint in BIG—official code name for the Federal Correctional Institute in Big Spring, Texas.

He made himself comfortable on the plush leather, adjusted the air-conditioning vent to blow straight at him, then, realizing they weren’t moving, looked over at the driver.

“Seat belt.”

“Oh. Right.” Griff stretched the belt across his chest and latched it. Tongue in cheek, he said, “Wouldn’t want to break the law.”

As lawyers went, Wyatt Turner was okay. But if he possessed a sense of humor, he kept it under lock and key. He didn’t crack a smile at Griff’s wry remark.

“Come on, Turner, lighten up,” Griff said. “This is a special day.”

“Unfortunately, we’re not the only ones commemorating it.”

Turner drew Griff’s attention to an ugly, olive green car parked in a handicapped space. Illegally it seemed, since there was no tag hanging from the rearview mirror. Griff didn’t recognize the make or model of the car because it was younger than five years old. Nothing distinguished the no-frills sedan except the man sitting behind the wheel.

Griff cursed under his breath. “What’s he doing here?”

“It’s been all over the news that you were being released today, but I don’t think he brought champagne.”

“So why’d he come all this way to see little ol’ me?”

“I assume he wants to pick up where the two of you left off.”

“Fat chance.”

The object of their conversation, Stanley Rodarte, had parked where he couldn’t be missed. He had wanted Griff to see him. And Griff would have recognized him anywhere, because Stanley Rodarte was one ugly son of a bitch. His face looked like it had been hacked out of oak with a chain saw, by a carver too impatient to smooth out the rough edges. Cheekbones as sharp as knife blades cast shadows across his ruddy, pockmarked skin. His hair was the color and texture of dirty straw. Behind the lenses of his opaque sunglasses, his eyes—yellowish, as Griff recalled—were no doubt trained on Griff with an enmity that even five years hadn’t blunted.

Griff shrugged with more indifference than he felt. “It’s his time he’s wasting.”

Sounding like the voice of doom, Turner said, “Obviously he doesn’t think so.”

As they pulled closer to the other car, Griff flashed Rodarte a big grin, then raised his middle finger at him.

“Jesus, Griff.” Turner accelerated toward the prison gate. “What’s the matter with you?”

“He doesn’t scare me.”

“Well, he should. If you had a lick of sense, he would scare you shitless. Apparently he hasn’t forgotten about Bandy. Steer clear of him. I mean it. Are you listening? Do not cross him.”

“Am I gonna get billed for that unsolicited advice?”

“No, that advice is on the house. It’s for my protection as well as yours.”

Despite the blasting air conditioner, Griff lowered his window as Turner drove through the gates of the federal prison camp that had been his home for the past five years. The area in which he’d been incarcerated was classified minimum security, but it was still prison.

“No offense to the folks in Big Spring, but I don’t care to ever enter the city limits again,” he remarked as they left the West Texas town and headed east on Interstate 20.

The air was hot, dry, and gritty, perfumed by diesel and gasoline exhaust from the well-traveled highway, but it was free air, the first Griff had tasted in one thousand, eight hundred, and twenty-five days. He gulped it.

“Feel good to be out?” his lawyer asked.

“You have no idea.”

After a moment, Turner said, “I meant what I said about Rodarte.”

The sand-bearing wind scoured Griff’s face and flattened his hair against his head. “Relax, Turner,” he said, speaking above the noise of a foul-smelling cattle truck roaring past. “I won’t wave red flags at Rodarte. Or at anybody else. That’s in my past. Ancient history. I took my punishment and paid my debt to society. You’re looking at a rehabilitated, reformed man.”

“Glad to hear it,” the lawyer said, heavy on the skepticism.

Griff had been watching Rodarte in the car’s side-view mirror. He’d followed them out of Big Spring and now was matching their speed, keeping at least three vehicles between them. If Wyatt Turner realized that Rodarte was on their tail, he didn’t mention it. Griff started to say something about it, then figured there were things his lawyer didn’t need to know. Things that would only worry him.



Three hundred miles later, Griff stood in the center of the apartment’s living area, which was a laughable misnomer. A person might exist here, but you couldn’t call it living. The room was so dim it bordered on gloomy, but the poor lighting actually worked in its favor. A crack as wide as his index finger ran up one wall from floor to ceiling like a jagged lightning bolt. The carpet was gummy. The air conditioner wheezed, and the air it pumped was damp and smelled like day-old carryout Chinese.

“It’s not much,” Turner said.

“No shit.”

“But there’s no lease. The rent’s paid month to month. Consider this only a stopover until you can find something better.”

“At least Big Spring was clean.”

“You want to go back?”

Maybe Turner had a sense of humor after all.

Griff tossed his duffel bag onto the sofa. Not only did it look uncomfortable but the upholstery was stained with God-knew-what. He remembered fondly the high-rise condo he used to live in, in the ritzy Turtle Creek area of Dallas. Suffused with natural light during the day, a spectacular view of the skyline at night. Outfitted with countless amenities. Half of the gadgets and gewgaws he hadn’t even known what they were for or how to work them. But the important thing was that he’d had them.

“When you sold my place, weren’t you able to keep any of my stuff?”

“Clothes. Personal items. Pictures. Like that. It’s all in a storage unit. But the rest…” Turner shook his head and nervously jiggled his keys as though anxious to get back in his car, although the drive had taken them nearly five hours with only one stop. “I liquidated everything in the Toy Box first.”

That had been Griff’s pet name for the extra garage he’d leased in which to store his grown-up toys—snow skis, scuba equipment, an Indian motorcycle, a bass fishing boat that had been in the water exactly once. Stuff he had bought mostly because he could.

“The Escalade and Porsche went next. I held off selling the Lexus until I had no choice. Then I began emptying the apartment. I had to sell it all, Griff. To pay off your fine. Consulting fees.”

“Your fee.”

Turner stopped his bit with the keys. Under other circumstances, the combative stance he took would have been humorous. Griff was more than half a foot taller, and he hadn’t slacked on workouts during his incarceration. If anything, he was harder now than when he went in.

Wyatt Turner had the pallor of a man who worked indoors twelve hours a day. A workout for him amounted to eighteen holes of golf, riding in a cart, followed by two cocktails in the clubhouse. In his mid-forties, he had already developed a soft paunch in front and sagging ass in back.

“Yes, Griff, my fee,” he said defensively. “I get paid to do my job. Just like you do.”

Griff looked at him for a moment, then said softly, “Did. Just like I did.”

Turner backed down and, looking slightly embarrassed by his momentary testiness, turned away and laid another set of keys on the stick-furniture coffee table. “Our extra car. It’s parked outside. Can’t miss it. Faded red, two-door Honda. Not worth anything as a trade-in, so when Susan got her Range Rover, we kept it for emergencies. It runs okay. I had the oil changed and the tires checked. Use it for as long as you need it.”

“Will the daily rental fee be added to my bill?”

Again, Turner took umbrage. “Why are you being such a prick about everything? I’m trying to help.”

“I needed your help five years ago to keep me out of fucking prison.”

“I did everything I could for you,” Turner fired back. “They had you. You do the crime, you do the time.”

“Gee, I need to write that down.” Griff patted his pockets as though looking for a pen.

“I’m outta here.”

Turner moved toward the door, but Griff headed him off. “Okay, okay, you’re a prince among lawyers and I’m an unappreciative prick. What else?” He allowed Turner a few moments to fume in righteous indignation, then repeated in a more conciliatory tone, “What else have you done for me?”

“I put some of your clothes in the closet in the bedroom.” He gestured toward an open doorway across the room. “Jeans and polos haven’t gone out of style. I picked up some sheets and towels at Target. You got toiletries?”

“In my duffel.”

“Bottled water, milk, eggs are in the fridge. Bread’s in there, too. I thought there might be roaches in the pantry.”

“Safe guess.”

“Look, Griff, I know it’s no palace, but—”

“Palace?” he repeated, laughing. “I don’t think anyone would mistake this dump for a palace.” Then, to keep from appearing ungrateful, he added, “But as you said, it’s only a stopgap. Do I have a phone?”

“In the bedroom. I put down the deposit for you. It’s in my name. We can have it disconnected when you get your own.”

“Thanks. What’s the number?”

Turner told him. “Don’t you need to write it down?”

“I used to carry a couple hundred plays inside my head. I can remember ten digits.”

“Hmm. Right. Don’t forget to check in with your probation officer. He’ll need to know how to contact you.”

“First item on my list. Call Jerry Arnold.” Griff drew a check mark in the air.

Turner handed him a bank envelope. “Here’s some walking-around money until you can get a credit card. And your driver’s license is in there, too. Address is wrong, of course, but it doesn’t expire until your next birthday, and by then you’ll have a new place.”

“Thanks.” Griff tossed the bank envelope onto the table beside the keys to the borrowed car. Taking handouts from his lawyer was almost as humiliating as the first day of prison, when he’d been told the rules as well as the punishments for breaking them.

“Well, then, I guess you’re good to go.” The lawyer clapped him on the shoulder, which seemed an unnatural and awkward gesture for him. He turned away quickly, but at the door he paused and looked back. “Griff… uh… folks are still pissed at you. To a lot of people, you committed a cardinal sin. If someone gives you flak, don’t let it bother you too much. Turn the other cheek, okay?”

Griff remained silent. He wouldn’t make a promise he couldn’t keep.

Turner hesitated, looking worried. “Getting out… It’s a tough transition.”

“Beats staying in.”

“Those classes they have for inmates about to be released…”

“The Release Preparation Program.”

“Right. Were the sessions helpful?”

“Oh, yeah. I learned how to fill out a job application. Was urged not to scratch my ass or pick my nose during an interview.”

Looking chagrined, Turner asked, “Do you have any idea what you’re going to do?”

“Get a job.”

“For sure. What I mean is, do you have any prospects lined up?”

“Do you know an NFL team looking for a starting quarterback?” Turner’s face went so flaccid, Griff laughed. “That was a joke.”



The estate was enclosed by an ivy-covered, twelve-foot-high brick wall.

“Holy shit.” Griff pulled the red Honda up to the call box at the gate. He’d known by the address that this was an affluent part of Dallas, but he hadn’t expected it to be this affluent.

Instructions on how to contact the house were printed on the box. He punched in a sequence of numbers on the keypad, which he supposed rang a telephone inside. In a moment, a voice came through the speaker.

“Yes?”

“Griff Burkett to see Mr. Speakman.”

Nothing else was said. But the iron picket gate opened and he drove through. The brick lane was bordered by cultivated beds of low shrubbery and flowers. Beyond them the tree-shaded lawn looked like a carpet of green velvet.

The mansion itself was as impressive as the landscaping. Older than Griff by several decades, it was constructed of gray stone. Some of its walls were ivy covered like the estate wall. He followed the curving driveway and parked directly in front of the entrance, then got out of the borrowed Honda and approached the front door. It was flanked by urns containing evergreen trees. Idly Griff wondered how in hell they got a tree to grow in the shape of a corkscrew.

No cobwebs clinging to the eaves. Nary a stray leaf anywhere. Not a smear on any of the windows. The house, the grounds, the whole place was freaking perfect.

When he’d told Wyatt Turner he didn’t have any prospects, he’d lied. Not that job offers were pouring in. Right now, Griff Burkett was arguably the most detested man in Dallas, if not the entire Lone Star State. No, that was still limiting: He was despised in the whole football-loving country. People sneered his name, or spat after saying it as though to ward off an evil spirit. Nobody in their right mind would want him on their payroll.

But he did have this one prospect, however slim.

A few days before his release, he had received an invitation to be in this spot, on this date, at this time. The stiff card had been engraved: Foster Speakman. The name was vaguely familiar, although Griff couldn’t remember why it would be.

As he depressed the doorbell, he couldn’t imagine what a guy who lived in a place like this could possibly want with him. He had assumed the appointment portended a job offer. Now, seeing this spread, he thought maybe not. Maybe this Speakman had been a die-hard Cowboys fan who only wanted his own pound of Griff Burkett’s flesh.

The door was opened almost immediately. He was greeted by a waft of refrigerated air, the faint scent of oranges, and a guy who looked like he should be wearing a breechcloth and carrying a spear.

Griff had expected a maid or butler—someone in a white apron, with a soft speaking voice and polite but aloof mannerisms. This guy didn’t come close. He was dressed in a tight black T-shirt and black slacks. He had the wide, flat features of Mayan royalty. His skin was smooth and beardless. Straight hair black as ink.

“Uh, Mr. Speakman?”

He shook his head and smiled. Rather, he revealed his teeth. You couldn’t really call it a smile because no other feature of his face changed, even moderately. He stood aside and motioned Griff in.

A vaulted ceiling loomed three stories above. Oriental rugs formed islands of subtle color on the marble floor. Griff’s image was caught in the enormous mirror that hung above the long console table. The curving staircase was an architectural marvel, especially considering when the house had been built. The space was vast, and as hushed as a cathedral.

The speechless man motioned with his head for Griff to follow. Again it occurred to Griff that Foster Speakman might be lying in wait. Did he keep thumbscrews and whips in the dungeon?

When they reached a set of double doors, the butler—for lack of a better word—pushed both open, then stood aside. Griff stepped into the room, obviously a library, the walls on three sides consisting of floor-to-ceiling bookcases. The fourth wall was almost entirely windows, affording a view of the sweeping lawn and flower gardens.

“I wondered.”

Griff turned at the unexpected voice and got his second surprise. The man smiling up at him was in a wheelchair.

“Wondered what?”

“How physically imposing you would be in person.” He sized Griff up. “You’re as tall as I expected, but not as… bulky. Of course, I’ve only seen you from the distance of a stadium box, and on TV.”

“TV adds ten pounds.”

The man laughed. “To say nothing of shoulder pads.” He extended his right hand. “Foster Speakman. Thank you for coming.” They shook hands. Not surprisingly, his hand was smaller than Griff’s by far, but his palm was dry and his handshake firm. He pushed a button on his fancy wheelchair and backed away. “Come in and have a seat.”

He motioned Griff toward a grouping of comfortably arranged pieces with appropriate tables and lamps. Griff chose one of the chairs. As he sank into it, he experienced a pang of homesickness for the furnishings of similar quality he used to own. Now he had to keep his bread in a fridge with an irritating hum.

Taking another glance around the room and the acreage beyond the windows, he questioned again just what the hell he was doing here, in an ivy-covered mansion, with a crippled man.

Foster Speakman probably had five years on him, which put him around forty. He was nice looking. Hard to tell how tall he would be standing, but Griff guessed just shy of six feet. He was wearing preppy clothes—navy blue golf shirt and khaki slacks, brown leather belt, matching loafers, tan socks.

The legs of his trousers looked like deflated balloons, not much flesh to fill them out.

“Something to drink?” Speakman asked pleasantly.

Caught staring and speculating, Griff shifted his attention back to his host’s face. “A Coke?”

Speakman looked over at the man who’d answered the door. “Manuelo, two Cokes, por favor.”

Manuelo was as square and solid as a sack of cement but moved soundlessly. Speakman noticed Griff watching the servant as he went to the bar and began pouring their drinks. “He’s from El Salvador.”

“Huh.”

“He literally walked to the United States.”

“Huh.”

“He tends to me.”

Griff could think of nothing to say to that, although he wanted to ask if Manuelo, despite his smile, kept a collection of shrunken heads under his bed.

“Did you drive from Big Spring today?” Speakman asked.

“My lawyer picked me up this morning.”

“Long drive.”

“I didn’t mind it.”

Speakman grinned. “I guess not. After being cooped up for so long.” He waited until Griff had taken his drink from the small tray Manuelo extended to him, then took his own cut-crystal glass and raised it. “To your release.”

“I’ll drink to that.”

Manuelo left through the double doors, pulling them closed behind him. Griff took another sip of Coke, becoming uncomfortable under Speakman’s blatantly curious stare.

What was this? Invite a con for drinks week?

The whole scene was beginning to make him uneasy. Deciding to cut to the chase, he set his drink on the end table at his elbow. “Did you ask me here to get an up close and personal look at a has-been football player? Or a convicted felon?”

Speakman seemed unfazed by his rudeness. “I thought you might be in the market for a job.”

Not wanting to look desperate or needy, Griff gave a noncommittal shrug.

“Any offers yet?” Speakman asked.

“None that have interested me.”

“The Cowboys aren’t—”

“No. Nor is any other team. I’ve been banned from the league. I doubt I could buy a ticket to an NFL game.”

Speakman nodded as though he had already determined that was the way things were with Griff Burkett. “If you can’t do something related to football, what did you plan to do?”

“I planned to serve my sentence and get out.”

“Nothing beyond that?”

Griff sat back, again shrugged as though he didn’t give a shit, reached for his Coke, and took another sip. “I’ve toyed with some ideas but haven’t settled on anything yet.”

“I own an airline. SunSouth.”

Griff kept his features schooled, trying not to show that he was either surprised or impressed, when actually he was both. “I fly it. Or rather, I used to fly SunSouth often.”

Speakman flashed an unself-conscious smile. “So do a lot of people, I’m pleased to say.”

Griff looked around the beautiful room, his gaze stopping on some of its treasures, then came back to Speakman. “I bet you are.”

Despite his drollness, Speakman’s smile remained in place. “I invited you here to offer you a job.”

Griff’s heart did a little jig of gladness. A man like Foster Speakman could do him a lot of good. Now he remembered why the name had sounded familiar. Speakman was an influential force in Dallas, owning and operating one of the region’s most successful enterprises. An endorsement from him, even a minor nod of pardon, would go a long way toward winning back some of the favor Griff had lost five years ago.

But he tamped down his bubbling optimism. For all he knew, the guy wanted him to strain the shit out of the sewage tanks on his airplanes. “I’m listening.”

“The job I’m offering would give you immediate financial relief. I understand that your assets were liquidated to pay the fine the court imposed on you.”

Hedging the truth, Griff said, “Most of them, yeah.”

“Those proceeds were also used to cover substantial debts. Is that correct?”

“Look, Speakman, since you seem to know anyway, stop fishing. I lost everything and then some. Is that what you wanted to hear? I don’t have a pot to piss in.”

“Then I suppose a hundred thousand would come in handy.”

Taken aback by the amount, Griff felt his irritation turn to suspicion. He’d learned the hard way to be wary of anything that seemed too easily come by. If it seemed too good to be true, it probably was. “A hundred thousand a year?”

“No, Mr. Burkett,” Speakman said, smiling, enjoying himself. “A hundred thousand to seal our deal. Using a term you’re familiar with, it would be like a signing bonus.”

Griff stared at him for a count of ten. “A hundred grand. U.S. dollars.”

“Legal tender. It’s yours if you say yes to what I propose.”

Griff carefully removed his ankle from his opposite knee and set both feet on the floor, buying time while his mind spun around the amount of money and how badly he needed it. “Are you thinking about using me to advertise your airline? Billboards, commercials, ads? That kind of thing? I wouldn’t cotton to posing naked, but it could be negotiated.”

Speakman smiled and shook his head. “I realize that endorsements were a significant part of your income when you were the starting quarterback of the Dallas Cowboys. That Number Ten jersey sold a lot of whatever it was advertising. But now I’m afraid an endorsement from you would repel customers, not attract them.”

Even knowing that was true, Griff was pissed off to hear it. “Then what did you have in mind? Who do I have to kill?”

Speakman actually laughed out loud. “It’s nothing that drastic.”

“I don’t know anything about airplanes.”

“This isn’t airline related.”

“You need a new yardman?”

“No.”

“Then I’m fresh out of guesses. What do I do to earn my hundred thousand dollars?”

“Make my wife pregnant.”






CHAPTER 2


EXCUSE ME?”

“You heard correctly, Mr. Burkett. Another Coke?”

Griff continued to stare at his host until his question sank in. At least the crazy bastard was a courteous host. “No thanks.”

Speakman rolled his chair over to the end table and picked up Griff’s empty glass, carried it along with his to the wet bar, and placed both in a rack beneath the sink. He used a bar towel to wipe the granite countertop, although from where Griff sat, he could see that it was highly polished, not a single drop of liquid or streak of moisture on its glassy surface. Speakman folded the towel, lining up the hem evenly, and threaded it through a ring attached to the counter.

He rolled back to the table at Griff’s elbow and replaced the coaster he’d used in its brass holder, gave it three taps, then put his chair in reverse and resumed his original place a few feet from where Griff sat.

Griff, watching these maneuvers, thought, Courteous and neat.

“Let me know if you change your mind about another drink,” Speakman said.

Griff stood up, rounded his chair, looked back at Speakman to see if his lunacy could be detected at this distance, then walked over to the windows and looked outside. He needed to ground himself, make sure he hadn’t fallen into a rabbit hole or something.

He felt as he had those first few weeks at Big Spring, when he would wake up disoriented and it would take several seconds for him to remember where he was and why. This was like that. He felt detached. He needed to get his bearings.

Beyond the windows, not a Mad Hatter in sight. Everything was still there and looking perfectly normal—the emerald grass, stone pathways winding through the flower beds, trees with sprawling branches shading it all. A pond in the distance. Blue sky. Overhead a jet was making its final approach into Dallas.

“One of ours.”

Griff hadn’t heard the approach of Speakman’s chair and was startled to find him so close. Prison would do that to you, too. Make you jumpy. Linemen topping three hundred pounds used to charge at him bent on inflicting injury and pain, teeth bared behind their face guards, eyes slitted with malice. He’d been prepared for them and was conditioned to take their abuse.

But even in the minimum-security area of the prison, where the inmates were white-collar criminals, you stayed nervous twenty-four/seven. You kept your guard up and other people at arm’s length.

Of course, he’d been that way before prison.

Speakman was watching the jet. “From Nashville. Due to touch down at seven oh seven.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Right on time.”

Griff studied him for several seconds, then said, “The hell of it is, you seem perfectly sane.”

“You doubt my sanity?”

“And then some.”

“Why?”

“Well, for starters, I’m not wearing a sign that says sperm bank.”

Speakman smiled. “Not the kind of job you thought I’d be offering, huh?”

“Not by a long shot.” Griff glanced at his own wristwatch. “Look, I’ve got plans tonight. A get-together with some friends.” There was no get-together. No friends, either. But it sounded plausible. “I need to get going to make it on time.”

Speakman seemed to see through the lie. “Before declining my offer,” he said, “at least hear me out.”

He extended his hand as though to touch Griff’s arm. Griff’s flinch was involuntary, no way to prevent Speakman from noticing it. He looked up at Griff with puzzlement but pulled his hand back before making actual contact. “Sorry,” Griff muttered.

“It’s the wheelchair,” Speakman said blandly. “It puts some people off. Like a disease or a bad-luck charm.”

“It’s not that. Not at all. It’s, uh… Look, I think we’re finished here. I gotta go.”

“Please don’t leave yet, Griff. Do you mind if I call you Griff? I think this is a good point at which to shift to first names, don’t you?”

Speakman’s eyes reflected the bright light from the windows. They were clear, intelligent eyes. Not a trace of madness or the kind of wild glee that signaled insanity. Griff wondered if Mrs. Speakman was aware of it. Hell, he wondered if there was a Mrs. Speakman. The millionaire might have been completely delusional as well as compulsively tidy.

When Griff failed to reply to the question about his name, Speakman’s smile relaxed into an expression of disappointment. “At least stay long enough for me to finish making my pitch. I would hate for all my rehearsing to be for naught.” He gave a quick smile. “Please.”

Fighting a strong urge to get the hell out of there, but also feeling guilty for the physical rebuff he’d given the man, Griff returned to his chair and sat down. As he settled against the cushions, he noticed that the back of his shirt was damp with nervous perspiration. As soon as he could gracefully make an exit, he would adiós.

Speakman reopened the dialogue by saying, “I can’t father a child. By any method.” He paused as though to emphasize that. “If I had sperm,” he added quietly, “you and I wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Griff would just as soon not be having it. It wasn’t easy to look a man in the eye while he was talking to you about losing his manhood. “Okay. So you need a donor.”

“You mentioned a sperm bank.”

Griff nodded curtly.

“Laura—that’s my wife. She and I didn’t want to go that route.”

“Why not? For the most part, they’re reputable, aren’t they? Reliable? They do testing on the donors. All that.”

Griff knew little about sperm banks and wasn’t really interested in how they operated. He was thinking more about what had happened to Speakman to put him in that chair. Had he always been paraplegic, or was it a recent thing? Had he contracted a debilitating and degenerative disease? Been thrown by a horse? What?

“When the male partner is incapable of fathering children, as I am,” Speakman said, “couples do use donor sperm. Most of the time, successfully.”

Well, apparently he wasn’t embarrassed by or self-conscious about his condition, and Griff had to give him credit for that. If he was in a situation like Speakman’s, needing somebody like Manuelo to “tend” to him, he doubted he could be as accepting of it as Speakman appeared to be. He knew he wouldn’t be able to talk about it so freely, especially with another man. Maybe Speakman was simply resigned.

He was saying, “Laura and I desperately want a child, Griff.”

“Uh-huh,” Griff said, not knowing what else to say.

“And we want our child to have physical characteristics similar to mine.”

“Okay.”

Speakman shook his head as though Griff still wasn’t quite getting it. And he realized he wasn’t when Speakman said, “We want everyone to believe that the child was fathered by me.”

“Right,” Griff said, but there was a hint of a question mark at the end of the word.

“This is extremely important to us. Vital. Mandatory, in fact.” Speakman raised his index finger like a politician about to make the most important statement of his campaign. “No one must doubt that I’m the child’s father.”

Griff shrugged indifferently. “I’m not going to tell anybody.”

Speakman relaxed, smiling. “Excellent. We’re paying for your discretion as well as your… assistance.”

Griff laughed lightly and raised both hands, palms out. “Wait a minute. When I said I wouldn’t tell anybody, I meant I wouldn’t tell anybody about this conversation. In fact, I’m not really interested in hearing any more. Let’s consider this… uh… interview over, okay? You keep your hundred grand, and I’ll keep my sperm, and this meeting will be our little secret.”

He was almost out of his chair when Speakman said, “Half a million. Half a million dollars when Laura conceives.”

Arrested in motion, Griff found it easier to sit back down than to stand up. He landed rather hard and sat staring at Speakman, aghast. “You’re shittin’ me.”

“I assure you I’m not.”

“Half a million?”

“You have blue eyes, light hair. Like mine. It’s hard to tell now, but I’m taller than the average five feet eleven. We have similar genetic makeups, you and I. Similar enough anyway for a child you sire to be passed off as mine.”

Griff’s mind was spinning so fast it was hard to hang on to a thought. He was thinking dollar signs, Speakman was talking genes. “Those sperm banks have books.” He pantomimed leafing through pages. “You go through them and find what you want for your kid. You pick out eye color, hair color, height. All that.”

“I never buy anything sight unseen, Griff. I don’t shop from catalogs. Certainly not for my child and heir. And there’s still the risk of disclosure.”

“Those records are kept confidential,” Griff argued.

“Supposedly.”

Griff thought of the gate with the disembodied voice, the high wall surrounding the property. Apparently privacy was a real issue with this guy. Like neatness. The psychologist at Big Spring would have had a field day over the obsessive way Speakman had removed the drinking glasses from view, folded the towel, and replaced the coaster.

Intrigued in spite of himself, Griff studied the millionaire for a long moment, then said, “So how would it work? I’d go to a doctor’s office and jerk off into a jar and—”

“No office. If Laura was inseminated in a doctor’s office, there would be talk.”

“Who would talk?”

“The people who staff the office. Other patients who might see her there. People love to talk. Especially about celebrities.”

“I’m a fallen star.”

Laughing softly, Speakman said, “I was referring to Laura and me. But your involvement would certainly add another element to a delicious piece of gossip. It would be too tempting even for people bound by professional privilege.”

“Okay, so I don’t go to the doctor’s office with you. You could take my semen in and claim it as yours. Who’s to know?”

“You don’t understand, Griff. That still leaves room for speculation. My condition is obvious. A specimen I claimed as mine could have come from the pool boy. A skycap. Anybody.” He shook his head. “We’re emphatic about this. No nurses, no chatty receptionists, no office open to the public. At all.”

“So where? Here?” Griff envisioned taking a dirty magazine and a Dixie cup into one of the mansion’s bathrooms, the mute manservant standing outside the door, waiting for him to finish and deliver the specimen.

No way, José. Or rather, No way, Manuelo.

But for half a million bucks?

Everyone had their price. He’d proved he did. Five years had decreased it considerably, but if Speakman was willing to pay him five hundred grand for doing what he’d been doing for free for the past five years, he wasn’t going to let modesty stand in the way.

He’d walk away with six hundred thousand, counting the “signing bonus.” The Speakmans would get the kid they desperately wanted. It was win-win, and it wasn’t even against the law.

“I assume you’d have the doctor check me out first,” he said. “For all you know, I could’ve taken up with a lover in prison and have HIV.”

“I seriously doubt that,” Speakman said drily, “but, yes, I would require you to undergo a thorough physical examination and bring me back a clean bill of health, signed by a physician. You could say it was for medical insurance.”

It still seemed too easy. Griff wondered what he was overlooking. Where was the catch? “What if she doesn’t get pregnant? Do I have to return the first hundred grand?”

Speakman hesitated. Griff tilted his head as though to communicate that this could be a deal breaker. Speakman said, “No. That would be yours to keep.”

“Because if she doesn’t conceive, it might not be my fault. Your wife may not be fertile.”

“Who negotiated your contract with the Cowboys?”

“What? My former agent. Why?”

“A piece of advice, Griff. During a business negotiation, once you’ve won a point, drop it. Don’t mention it again. I’ve already conceded that you could keep the initial hundred thousand.”

“Okay.” They hadn’t covered that in the release preparation sessions.

Griff weighed his options, and they boiled down to this: he didn’t have any options, other than saying no and walking away from mega cash. To turn this down, he’d have to be crazy. Crazy as Speakman and his old lady.

He raised one shoulder in a negligent shrug. “Then if that’s all that’s required, we have a deal. One point, though. I want to do my thing in the privacy of my own bathroom. The doctor will have to come to my place to pick up the stuff. I think you can freeze it, so I could give him several samples at one whack.” He laughed at the inadvertent double entendre. “So to speak.”

Speakman laughed, too, but was serious as sin when he said, “There won’t be a doctor, Griff.”

Just when he thought he had this figured out, Speakman hit him with something like a linebacker coming around on his blind side and knocking him on his ass. “What do you mean, no doctor? Who’s gonna…” He made gentle thrusting motions with his hand. “Put it where it needs to go.”

“You are,” Speakman said quietly. “I’m sorry for not making this clear from the beginning. I insist on my child being conceived naturally. The way God intended.”

Griff stared at him for several seconds, then he began to laugh. Either somebody had set him up for a whopper of a practical joke or Speakman was out of his frigging mind.

Nobody in Griff’s life cared enough to play an elaborate joke on him. No one in his present life would go to the trouble. No one from his past would give him the time of day, much less invest the time it would take to set up this bizarre scenario and talk Speakman into going along.

No, he was betting that Speakman went beyond being an eccentric millionaire and neat freak and was, in fact, certifiable.

In any case, this was all one huge waste of time, and he’d lost patience with it. Flippantly, he said, “My job would be to fuck your wife?”

Speakman winced. “I don’t care much for the vernacular, especially in—”

“Cut the bullshit, okay? You’re hiring me to play stud. That’s basically it, right?”

Speakman hesitated, then said, “Basically? Yes.”

“And for half a mil, I guess you get to watch.”

“That’s insulting, Griff. To me. Certainly to Laura.”

“Yeah, well…” He didn’t apologize. Kinky sex was the least offensive factor of this whole interview. “About her, does she know your plan?”

“Of course.”

“Uh-huh. What does she think about it?”

Speakman rolled his chair toward an end table where a cordless phone stood in its charger. “You can ask her yourself.”






CHAPTER 3


UPSTAIRS, IN HER HOME OFFICE, Laura Speakman checked the clock on her desk. Only half an hour had elapsed since Griff Burkett’s arrival. Punctual arrival. Being on time would definitely have won him marks with Foster. But of the other impressions he was making, were they good or bad?

For thirty minutes she’d been reading a new flight attendants’ contract proposed by their union. She retained none of it. Giving up the pretense of working, she left her desk and began pacing the width of the office. It was a bright and airy room. There were drapes on the windows, carpet on the floor, crown molding at the ceiling. It was designated an office only by the desk and the computer setup concealed in an eight-foot-tall French antique armoire.

What was being said downstairs in the library? Not knowing was driving her mad, but Foster had insisted on meeting with Burkett alone.

“Let me test the waters,” he’d said. “Once I get a sense of him, I’ll ask you to join us.”

“And if your sense of him isn’t good, if you don’t think he’s suitable, then what?”

“Then I’ll send him on his way, and you will have been spared an awkward and unproductive interview.”

His plan made sense, she supposed. But it wasn’t in her nature to delegate decision making. Certainly not on something this important. Not even to her husband.

Of course, if she and Foster weren’t in complete accord about Griff Burkett’s suitability, he would be rejected. Nevertheless, she hated to miss seeing his initial reaction to their proposal and gauging that reaction for herself. How he reacted would tell a lot about him.

She looked across at the closed door and, for a moment, considered going downstairs and presenting herself. But that would violate Foster’s careful planning. He wouldn’t welcome the interruption to his schedule.

The pacing was only making her more agitated. She returned to her desk chair, reclined in it, closed her eyes, and utilized relaxation techniques she had taught herself while still a university student. After going days without a break from her studies, when her head was so packed full of information it couldn’t tolerate any more, she would force herself to lie down, close her eyes, do her deep breathing exercises, and rest, if not sleep. Practicing the technique helped. If nothing else, it slowed her down, made her admit to the limitations of mind and body.

Difficult as it was for her to accept, right now there was nothing she could do but wait.

As her agitation gradually abated, her thoughts drifted back to the events and circumstances that had brought her to this point in her life, to this day and hour, to hiring a total stranger to make a baby with her.

It had begun with the color of the uniforms…



Headlines on the business pages had blared the news when Foster Speakman, last in line of the prominent Dallas family who’d been made wealthy by oil and gas, bought the distressed SunSouth Airlines.

For years the mismanaged airline had been teetering on the brink of total collapse. It had suffered a lengthy pilots’ strike, followed by a blistering media exposé on its slipshod maintenance practices; then a disastrous crash took fifty-seven lives. Declaring bankruptcy had been the airline’s final hope of recovery, but unfortunately that last gasp hadn’t saved it.

Everyone thought the Speakman heir was insane when he spent a huge chunk of his fortune to buy the airline. For days the story dominated local business news: COSTLY HOBBY FOR MILLIONAIRE? SUNSOUTH’S SALVATION, SPEAKMAN’S RUIN? The acquisition was even mentioned with mild derision on national broadcasts. It was implied that yet another rich Texan had gone and done something crazy.

Foster Speakman further surprised everyone by immediately grounding the airplanes, laying off thousands of employees with a promise to rehire them once he’d had time to conduct a thorough analysis of the airline’s situation. He closed the doors to all media, telling frustrated reporters that they would be notified when he had something newsworthy to tell them.

In the ensuing months, Foster sequestered himself with financial and operational experts and advisers. Upper-echelon executives of the old regime were given the option to retire early with fair retirement packages. Those who didn’t opt to do so were fired outright.

The firings weren’t vindictive, only sound business acumen. Foster had a vision, but he also realized that, in order to bring it about, he would need people around him with knowledge equal to or greater than his. With his enthusiasm, charisma, and seemingly bottomless bank account, he lured the best in the industry away from cushy positions with other airlines.

Almost three months after taking over, Foster called all the new department heads together for the first of many roundtable discussions. Laura was there, representing the flight attendants. It was at that meeting she saw the man in charge for the first time.

She knew what he looked like from all the media coverage he had received, but photographs and television images had failed to capture his crackling vitality. Energy radiated from him like an electric aura.

He was lean, handsome, confident, personable. He strode into the conference room dressed in a perfectly tailored pin-striped suit, soft gray shirt, conservative tie. But soon after the meeting was called to order, he removed his double-breasted jacket, draped it over the back of his chair, loosened his tie, and literally rolled up his sleeves. By doing so, he indicated that he intended to do what needed to be done, that he didn’t consider himself above applying elbow grease, and that he expected the same work ethic from everyone in that room.

The date had been set for the airline to resume operation. It was circled in red on the large calendar placed on an easel where all could see. “Target date,” Foster announced happily. “Following our review of the budget, each of you will get a chance to tell me why I’m out of my mind and that there’s no way in hell we’ll make that deadline.”

Everyone chuckled as expected. The meeting commenced.

The new CFO—hired because he was a notorious penny-pincher who had won his reputation by saving an American auto manufacturer from going under—was asked to talk them through the proposed budget item by item.

In his monotonous drone, he went on uninterrupted for a full ten minutes, then said, “Flight attendant program, the allotment remains the same. Next is food and beverage. Now here—”

“Excuse me.”

The CFO raised his head and, looking over his reading glasses, surveyed the table to find the voice that had interrupted him. Laura raised her hand to identify herself. “Before moving on, this figure begs discussion.”

He lowered one bushy eyebrow into a near scowl. “What isn’t clear?”

“It’s perfectly clear,” she replied. “What needs discussion is how sorely underbudgeted this department is.”

“Everyone at this table thinks his department is underbudgeted.” He squinted at her, referred to the agenda for the meeting, and then squinted at her again. “Who are you, anyway?”

Before she had a chance to answer, Foster Speakman spoke from the head of the table. “Ladies and gentlemen, for those of you who haven’t met her, this is Ms. Laura Taylor.”

Her lips parted wordlessly. It came as a shock to her that Foster Speakman knew she existed.

The CFO removed his reading glasses and, after giving Laura a glance of consternation, asked Foster, “Where’s Hazel Cooper?”

He said, “Ms. Taylor, will you do the honors?”

She rose to the challenge, saying evenly, “Ms. Cooper tendered her resignation day before yesterday.”

“She did, that’s right,” came a voice on the other side of the table. The man was director of Human Resources. “I sent a blanket e-mail. Didn’t y’all get it?” His gaze swept around the table, but there was a unanimous shaking of heads. “Oh, well, Hazel took early retirement. Said as long as there was a major shake-up, she might just as well make the move now, ’cause she planned on retiring next year anyway. I asked Ms. Taylor to sit in for her until another director for the department can be hired.”

The CFO coughed behind his hand. “All well and good then. Once a new director is in place, I’ll take up the budget for that department with him.”

“Or her,” Foster said.

The CFO turned red-faced. “Of course, I was speaking generically.”

“As long as we’re here, let’s discuss the budget for this department,” Foster said.

The CFO gave Laura another irritated look. “No offense to Ms. Taylor, but is she qualified to conduct that discussion?”

Foster riffled through a stack of file folders he had carried in with him. He found the one he wanted, stacked the others precisely, leaving no edge overlapping another, then opened the one he had withdrawn.

“Laura Eleanor Taylor… hmm, I’ll skip down to… Here we go. Graduated with honors from Stephen F. Austin State University. Two years later she earned an MBA from Southern Methodist’s business school. Again with honors.

“Applied and was accepted into the flight attendant program for SunSouth Airlines in 2002. Advancement, advancement, and another advancement,” he said, consulting her employee record in the file.

“Promoted to do training and performance evaluation in 2005. Was a thorn in the side of the previous management and has made a nuisance of herself with Ms. Cooper by writing memo after memo, copies of which I have,” he said, holding up a handful of sheets, “criticizing standards and practices now in place and suggesting ways in which the department could be vastly improved.” He read directly from one memo. “ ‘But’—which is underlined—‘not without insight, intelligence, and plain common sense on the part of the new owner.’ Who happens to be…” He paused for what seemed to Laura an eternity. “Me.”

He replaced all the sheets in the file folder, then set it on the top of the stack. Only after lining them up to ruler-edge exactness did he stand. “Will you accompany me outside, Ms. Taylor? Bring your things.”

She sat stunned, cheeks flaming, feeling every eye in the room, except Foster Speakman’s, on her. He was already at the door of the conference room, going through it, expecting her to follow.

With as much dignity as possible, she retrieved her handbag and briefcase, then stood up. “Ladies, gentlemen,” she said. Some, embarrassed for her, averted their eyes. Others gave her nods of sympathy. The CFO, with whom this had started, opened his mouth as though to apologize, then thought better of it and gave a regretful shake of his head.

She stepped through the door and pulled it closed behind her, then squared her shoulders and turned toward Foster Speakman, who was standing in the empty corridor. “You’re not nearly as ferocious looking as your memos led me to expect, Ms. Taylor.”

Her cheeks still burned with humiliation, but she maintained her composure. “I didn’t realize my interdepartmental memos were being forwarded to you.”

“In view of her impending retirement, I suppose Ms. Cooper felt the issues you raised were no longer her problem but mine.”

“I suppose.”

“Would knowing I was reading the memos have changed your opinions?”

“Not at all. But perhaps I would have softened the tone and language in which I expressed them.”

He folded his arms across his chest and studied her for several moments. “Satisfy my curiosity. Why, with an MBA from SMU’s highly regarded business school, did you become a flight attendant? It’s an honorable profession, but you were overqualified.”

“Four times I applied to SunSouth for an entry-level management position and was passed over each time.”

“Were you told why?”

“No, but the positions went to men.”

“Gender discrimination?”

“I’m making no accusations, only telling you what happened.”

“So you settled for a flight attendant’s position.”

“I accepted it, but I didn’t settle for it. I thought that once I got my foot in the door—”

“You would distinguish yourself and work your way up to the level for which you had applied in the first place.”

“More or less.”

He smiled. “Having studied your file, I thought as much. For all I know, you have your sights set on my job, Ms. Taylor. In a way, I hope you do, because I admire ambition. But today I’m offering you Ms. Cooper’s position as director of the flight attendant program. Add to that the title of vice-president in charge of… et cetera.”

For the third time since she’d laid eyes on him, he had stunned her. First, just by knowing who she was. Second, by calling her out of the meeting for what she thought would be immediate dismissal. Now this. “Just like that?”

He laughed. “I never do anything ‘just like that.’ No, this offer comes after careful analysis of your employment record. I also ran credit and criminal background checks, as I did with every person in that room. You passed, but you have an outstanding parking ticket that hasn’t been paid.”

“I mailed the check yesterday. Grudgingly. There was no sign posted, but it would have cost more to contest the ticket than simply to pay it.”

“A practical decision, Ms. Taylor. I believe your drive, ambition, and talent have been wasted by managers who lacked ‘insight, intelligence, and plain common sense,’ ” he said, his smile widening as he quoted from her memo. “I assume you accept this position?”

Still shaky, but with relief instead of the humiliation of being summarily terminated, she said yes.

With no more ceremony than that, he said, “Good. Now, shall we return to the others?” He reached for the door, then paused. “A word of warning: You’ll have a fight on your hands over that budget. Are you up to it?”

“Absolutely.”

Murmured conversations ceased when they reentered. Foster startled the others by introducing her by her new title, but most seemed more pleased than not. “Mr. George,” Foster said, addressing the human resources director, “following this meeting, I, you, and Ms. Taylor can go over the contract I prepared in advance and with the hope that she would accept my offer. I think you’ll both find it satisfactory.” He slapped the table lightly. “Now, Ms. Taylor, it’s your first official duty to tell us why the budget allotment for your department is inadequate.”

Out of the frying pan. Laura took a deep breath, knowing this was an acid test and hoping she didn’t blow it. “While we’ve been grounded, we’ve lost a lot of flight attendants. Some have gone to other airlines. Others have left the industry altogether. Now I’m faced with hiring replacements. I can’t entice the best applicants if I can’t offer them starting salaries and benefits equal to those offered by our competitors. I’d like to offer them better, but I’d settle for equal. Second, the uniforms are ugly and drab.”

“I thought attendants paid for their own uniforms.”

“They do,” Laura said. “But there’s no budget for a new design. Which brings me to another point.”

“The ‘look of the airline’?” All heads turned toward the head of the table. Foster tapped the top file folder on the stack. “To quote from your latest memo, Ms. Taylor. Will you please elaborate?”

Things were moving along too quickly. She hadn’t counted on being elevated to an executive this suddenly. Nor had she planned on being placed immediately in the hot seat. But she had been dwelling on this topic for weeks. In her idle time, she had thought long about what she would do if she were running the show. Now the new owner of the airline had invited her to elaborate on the bullet points of her many memos. She was ready.

“Days ago, Hazel, Ms. Cooper, gave me a copy of the proposed budget so I could familiarize myself with it in advance of this meeting. You’re spending a lot of money to make drastic changes in the infrastructure and in total reorganization of the airline’s operation,” she said, addressing Foster directly. “You’re making it brand spanking new. But you’ve stopped short at conveying its newness to consumers.”

“Changing the color of the flight attendant uniforms is easy,” someone remarked. “Ticket and gate agents, too.”

Laura acknowledged the comment with a nod. “Their appearance is important because they deal one-on-one with our customers. So the impression they make is vital. But we’re aiming for an about-face in public opinion of SunSouth Airlines. With that as our goal, I don’t think changing the color of the uniforms is sufficient.” Her gaze moved around the table, ending on Foster. “But as the most recently appointed department director, I don’t want to overstep my bounds.”

“No, please,” he said, indicating she should continue.

Holding his gaze, she said, “When we relaunch SunSouth, if we look the same, consumers will figure we are the same.”

Another of the directors said, “It’s been suggested that we change the name of the airline.”

“That suggestion was voted down by the new board of directors,” someone else contributed.

Laura said, “I agree we should keep our name. It’s a good name. An excellent name.”

“But?” Foster said.

“But it suggests light. Sunny days. Bright skies and open landscapes. Our planes are the color of storm clouds, and so are the uniforms.” She paused, knowing the proposal she was about to make was destined to raise a chorus of protests. “Even if it means making cuts in other areas, including the flight attendant program, I propose we budget to retain a first-rate design company to revamp the entire look of the airline.”

“Hear, hear!” This from the well-liked head of advertising and marketing, a genial young man named Joe McDonald. He always wore an outlandish bow tie and suspenders. Everyone at SunSouth knew him because he made it a point to know everyone. He was an equal-opportunity teaser, from executives to the janitors who came in after hours to clean the offices. “Thank you, Laura, for putting your butt on the line, thereby saving me from having to place mine there.”

Everyone laughed. The discussion continued but in a more lighthearted mode.

Laura’s proposal, seconded by Joe McDonald, was ultimately acted upon, although not without many lengthy meetings and hours of debate. Cost was the major factor. Designers of the caliber she proposed didn’t come cheap. Then, revamping a fleet of airplanes inside and out was exorbitantly expensive. Every coat of paint on an airplane added weight, which required an increase in the fuel needed to fly the aircraft, and therefore an increase in operational costs that was passed on to passengers in the form of ticket prices, which Foster Speakman had gone on record saying were going to be the lowest in the industry.

With that in mind, the design company suggested stripping the planes of paint and applying the newly designed logo to the silver metal. Eventually the shade of red used in the logo became the signature color of the new flight attendant uniforms. They were tailored and professional looking but conveyed a vivacity and friendliness that the media picked up on and extolled. The pilots’ uniforms went from navy blue to khaki with red neckties.

The first flight of the renovated airline departed at six twenty-five the morning of March tenth—its scheduled relaunch date. That evening, Foster Speakman and his wife, Elaine, hosted a lavish party in their home. Everyone who was anyone in Dallas had been extended an invitation to the black-tie event.

Laura’s escort for the evening was a friend with whom she played mixed-partners tennis. Their friendship was uncomplicated and unromantic. He was divorced, owned his own accounting firm, was at ease with strangers and consequently someone she didn’t have to cater to, worry about, or look after.

Indeed, shortly after they arrived at the mansion he excused himself to go look at the billiard room. Once featured in an issue of Architectural Digest, it was reputed to be a guys’ fantasy room. “Take your time,” she told him. “I’ll be busy mingling.”

Mrs. Speakman, Elaine, was a gorgeous woman, impeccably turned out in an understated designer gown and breathtaking jewelry. But hers was a frail beauty, fragile, like that of a character F. Scott Fitzgerald might have conjured. Like her husband, she was blond and blue eyed, but hers was a watercolor version. Standing arm in arm with him, she paled in comparison, literally.

“It’s so nice to finally meet you,” she said to Laura warmly when Foster introduced them. “I serve on the board of SunSouth—one of the few to survive the shake-up when the new owner assumed control.” She gave her husband a nudge in the ribs.

Leaning in, Foster lowered his voice to a whisper. “I understand he can be a real bastard.”

“Don’t believe it,” Elaine said to Laura.

“I don’t. My experience has been that he’s tough and knows what he wants, but he’s a pleasure to work with.”

“And a sweetheart at home,” his wife said. The two smiled at each other, then Elaine turned back to Laura. “We on the board have heard about your excellent ideas and innovations. On behalf of the board members, the investors, and myself, thank you for your valuable contributions.”

“Thank you, but you give me far too much credit, Mrs. Speakman.”

“Elaine.”

Laura acknowledged that with a slight nod. “Foster has made it known that the new SunSouth is a team effort. Every employee has a voice in the company.”

“But some voices offer substantially more than others,” Elaine said, smiling.

“Thank you again. However, I still maintain that our success will be attributed to your husband’s motivational and management skills.”

“Am I blushing?” he asked.

Elaine regarded him adoringly, then to Laura she said, “The gentleman I saw you arrive with, is that your—”

“Good friend,” Laura said, cutting her off and hoping to avoid having to explain her single status. Although thousands of women in their thirties remained unmarried, it seemed an explanation was still required.

The truth of it was that no one, not even the occasional lover—and there hadn’t been many—had been as important to Laura as the pursuit of her career. But somehow that simple explanation fell short of satisfying people’s curiosity. “He’s dazzled by your billiard room. I may have to drag him out.”

They chitchatted for a while longer, but Laura was aware of others who wanted time with the couple. She shook hands with both and moved away.

Later, as they were leaving, she let her friend deal with the parking valet while she looked for an opportunity to thank her hosts. She spotted them across the room, their heads together, talking privately. Foster leaned down and said something that caused Elaine to laugh. He pressed a kiss on her smooth temple. Laura was struck again by what an attractive and obviously enamored couple they were.

“He’s devoted to her.”

Laura turned to find a co-worker standing beside her. She, too, had been observing the Speakmans.

“And she to him,” Laura said.

“She’s lovely.”

“Inside as well as out. A real lady.”

“Yes,” the woman sighed. “That’s what makes it so tragic.”

Laura turned toward her. “Tragic?”

The co-worker, realizing her mistake, touched Laura’s arm. “I’m sorry. I thought you knew. Elaine Speakman is ill. In fact, she’s dying.”



The sudden laughter coming from downstairs was muted by distance but loud enough to rouse Laura from her reverie. She didn’t recognize it as Foster’s familiar laugh, so it had to have come from Griff Burkett. What could Foster possibly have said to bring on a laugh?

A few moments later, the telephone on her desk rang. Finally, she thought. She picked up the phone before the second ring. “Foster?”

“Can you join us, darling?”

Her heart bumped. His summons meant that, at least so far, it was a go. “I’ll be right down.”






CHAPTER 4


WHILE WAITING ON SPEAKMAN’S WIFE to join them, Griff had been studying the globe. Suspended within a polished brass stand, it was as large as a beach ball and made of semiprecious gems. It was quite a trinket. He speculated you could buy a damn good car for what it cost.

Funny how having money, or not, changed your perspective. Recalling the rarely used, superfluous items in his Toy Box, he couldn’t think too badly of Speakman for having a fancy globe he could well afford.

Griff turned toward the library doors when he heard them open. He expected to get his first look at Mrs. Speakman, but instead the stolid Manuelo came in.

He went straight to Speakman and extended a small silver tray. On it were a prescription bottle of tablets and a glass of water. Speakman took a pill, washing it down with three sips of water. They had a brief conversation in Spanish, then Speakman said to Griff, “While Manuelo is here, can he get you anything?”

Griff shook his head.

Speakman looked up at the Central American and dismissed him with a soft “Nada más. Gracias.”

Manuelo and Mrs. Speakman met in the open doorway. He stepped aside so she could come into the room, then he left, pulling the double doors closed behind him. But Griff was no longer interested in Manuelo. He was focused on Mrs. Speakman. Laura, her name was.

She didn’t give off crazy vibes. In fact, she seemed perfectly composed and in control of her faculties. She didn’t look toward Griff, although he created a sizable silhouette even in a large room like this one. Instead, she crossed to where her husband sat in his wheelchair. She placed her hand on his shoulder, leaned down, and kissed his cheek.

When they pulled apart, Speakman said, “Laura, this is Griff Burkett.”

Since she had ignored him up till now, he was surprised when she walked toward him, right hand extended. “Mr. Burkett. How do you do?” He met her halfway, and they shook hands. Like her husband’s, her handshake was dry and firm. A businesswoman’s handshake.

Griff limited his greeting to a simple “Hi.”

She dropped his hand but maintained eye contact. “Thank you for coming. Didn’t you get released just this morning?”

“We’ve been over that,” Speakman said, humor in his voice.

“Oh, sorry. I would ask you about the long drive, but I rather imagine that topic has been exhausted, too.”

“It has,” Griff said.

“Small talk sounds even smaller in this particular situation, doesn’t it?”

He wasn’t going to touch that with a ten-foot pole.

She said, “I’m sure you were offered something to drink.”

“I was. I’m fine.”

“If you change your mind, let me know.”

They might have been missing critical marbles, but their manners remained intact.

“Please sit down, Mr. Burkett.” She took the chair nearest her husband’s wheelchair.

Griff hadn’t had time to speculate on what Foster Speakman’s missus would be like, but if he had to define his initial reaction, it would be surprise. There was nothing in her handshake or straightforward gaze that could be interpreted as nervous, flirtatious, or coy. Nor did she seem embarrassed by the topic they now had in common. He could have been there to talk about cleaning their carpets.

She didn’t act submissive or browbeaten, either, like this was something her husband had cooked up for his own gratification and she had agreed to go along with it under duress.

Hell, he didn’t know what he had expected, but whatever it was, Laura Speakman wasn’t it.

She was wearing a pair of black slacks and a white shirt, sleeveless, with pleats—he thought that was what they were called—stitched in rows down the front. Like a tuxedo shirt. Low-heeled black shoes. A serviceable wristwatch, a plain wedding band. Some of the players on the football team had worn diamonds in their ears much bigger and flashier than the ones in hers.

Her hair was dark and cut short. Sort of… swirly. He figured it would curl if it were worn longer. She was on the tallish side of average, slender, and, judging by her bare biceps, fit. Tennis maybe. A couple of times a week, she probably did yoga or Pilates, one of those women’s workouts for toning and flexibility.

He tried to keep from staring, tried to avoid looking at the features of her face too closely, although his overall impression was that if he had spotted her in a crowd, he probably would have done a double take. She wasn’t a babe, not like the kind of silicone-fortified Dallas dolly who used to hang out in the nightclubs frequented by him and his teammates, single or not. But Laura Speakman wasn’t homely. Not by any stretch.

And another thing, she looked healthy enough to have a baby. Young enough, too, if she didn’t waste time. Mid-thirties, maybe. Around his age.

He felt awkward, standing there in the center of the room, the two of them looking at him as though waiting for him to entertain them.

“Mr. Burkett? Griff?” Speakman nodded toward the chair facing them.

He’d told himself that the first chance he got, he was going to say “Thanks, but no thanks” and bolt. But he felt compelled to stay. Hell if he knew why.

Well, there was the six hundred grand. The figure had a nice ring to it that was pretty damn compelling.

He walked over to the chair and sat down. Looking directly at Laura Speakman, he said, “Your husband told me you’re all for this. Is that true?”

“Yes.”

No hesitation. Not even a blink. “Okay. But, excuse me for saying, it’s…”

“Unorthodox?”

“I was going to say it’s freaking nuts. A guy asking another guy, paying another guy, to sleep with his wife.”

“Not sleep with, Mr. Burkett. Not in the context that implies. Impregnate. As for the freakiness of it, it’s not unprecedented. In fact, it’s scriptural. Genesis. Remember?”

In the household where Griff had grown up, there’d been no Bible. When he went to school and learned the Pledge of Allegiance, he was shocked to hear that it had the cussword God in it. He soon realized that God wasn’t always used in combination with damn.

In any case, it came as shocking news to him that anything like this was in the Bible.

“We want a baby very badly, Mr. Burkett,” she said.

“There are other ways to get pregnant.”

“There are, yes. Our reasons for doing it this way are personal and shouldn’t concern you.”

“They do.”

“They shouldn’t,” she repeated.

“We, uh, do our thing, I go home and sleep with a clear conscience. Is that it?”

“That’s what it amounts to, yes.”

He looked at her, wondering how she could speak so calmly about the two of them getting it on, when her husband was sitting right there holding her hand. Griff looked from her to Speakman, and the man seemed to read his mind.

“Before you joined us, Laura, Griff suggested that… well, that I would be observing the two of you while you perform.”

She’d been looking at her husband as he explained. Several seconds passed before she turned her gaze back to Griff, and he took exception to her affronted frown. “Hey, don’t look at me like I’m the pervert here.”

“You think this is perverted?”

“What do you call it?”

“Would you think it was perverted if we were asking you to donate a kidney? Or give blood?”

He laughed. “There’s a big difference. To donate a kidney you don’t have to… touch,” he said, quickly substituting the word he’d been about to say. “You never even have to meet.”

“Unfortunately, the reproductive physiology is such that touching is necessary.”

The hell it was. He didn’t have to plant the seed personally to yield the crop. But he’d already argued that point with her husband. Speakman was determined for her to conceive naturally. She didn’t seem to have an ethical or moral problem with it, so why was he making an issue of it? Mentally shrugging, he reached a decision: They wanted him to fuck her, he could fuck her. It wasn’t like she had three eyes or something.

He addressed Speakman. “A handshake and I get a hundred grand?”

Speakman rolled his chair over to a desk and opened the lap drawer. He took a manila envelope from it, and when he came back and extended it, Griff was reminded of having to accept a cash loan from his lawyer like a kid getting an allowance. The sooner he was no longer obligated to anyone, the better.

He took the envelope.

Speakman said, “Inside is a key to a safe-deposit box and a signature card. You sign it. I’ll see that the card gets returned to the bank tomorrow, where it will remain on file. While I’m there, I’ll deposit your cash in the box. You can pick it up, um, say anytime after two o’clock tomorrow afternoon. Laura and I have a meeting in the morning with representatives of the flight attendants’ union to discuss their new contract.”

Hiring a stud was just another entry on their busy agenda.

Fine with him, so long as the money made it into that box.

Griff removed the signature card and glanced at it. “What about the physical? What if I flunk?”

The couple glanced at each other, but Foster spoke for both of them. “We’ll take it on faith that you won’t.”

“That’s a lot of faith.”

“If we anticipated a problem, you wouldn’t be here.”

“Okay, I get my advance, and you get my clean bill of health. And then?”

“And then you wait to be notified of where you need to be and when. Laura’s next ovulation.”

Griff looked at her. She was gazing back at him calmly, apparently not caring that her ovulation was being discussed. He would have liked some clarification on exactly what ovulation entailed, but he wasn’t going to ask. He didn’t need to know. He knew how to fuck, and that was all they were requiring of him.

“You’ll meet once a month for as long as it takes to conceive,” Speakman explained. He lifted his wife’s hand to his mouth and kissed the palm. “Hopefully it won’t take too many cycles.”

“Yeah, I hope that, too,” Griff said. “I’ll be half a million dollars richer.”

Feeling restless again, he got up and moved to one of the bookcases. He read a few of the titles, those that were in English, but they didn’t register with him. They sounded like philosophy and boring stuff. Not an Elmore Leonard or Carl Hiaasen among them.

“Something troubling you, Griff?”

He turned back to the couple. “Why me?”

“I explained that,” Speakman replied.

“There are a lot of blond, blue-eyed guys around.”

“But none with your particular genetic makeup. You have everything we could wish for our child. Strength, amazing stamina, speed, agility, even perfect eyesight and uncanny coordination. I could go on. There were articles written about you, published not just in sports magazines but in medical journals, about what an incredible specimen of the human male body you are.”

Griff remembered the articles, written by trainers and sports medicine experts, one of whom had dubbed him “a biologic masterpiece.” He’d caught hell over that in the locker room, his teammates taunting him about his so-called perfection and wanting to test it with the crudest physical contests they could devise. It was another matter when he took chicks to bed. They really got off on screwing a “masterpiece.”

But he also remembered the scathing editorials that had followed his fall from grace. In them he had been lambasted not only for his crime but for squandering his God-given attributes.

God-given, my ass, he thought.

Those who had marveled over him wouldn’t have thought he was so bloody perfect if they’d known the two who’d spawned him. If Mr. and Mrs. Speakman could have seen what he’d come from, they would have had second thoughts, too. Did they really want the blood of his parents flowing through the veins of their kid?

“You don’t know anything about my origins. Maybe I just lucked out, got a few good genes that stacked up right by sheer accident. My gene pool could be mucked up with any number of bad seeds.”

“We would take that chance no matter who the sperm donor was, even myself,” Speakman said. “Why are you trying to talk us out of this, Griff?”

“I’m not.” Actually, to some extent, he was. He’d spent five years in prison thinking about the bad choices he’d made. If he’d learned nothing else, he’d learned not to jump in headfirst until he knew exactly how deep the water was.

He said, “I just don’t want to get into the middle of this and then have something go wrong that I’ll be blamed for.”

“What could go wrong?” Laura asked.

He laughed bitterly. “You haven’t been around much, have you? Believe me, things can go wrong. For instance, what if I fire blanks?”

“You mean, what if you have a low sperm count?” Speakman asked.

Griff gave a brusque nod.

“Do you have reason to suspect that’s the case?”

“No. But I don’t know. I’m just asking, What if?”

“When you go for your medical exam, have it tested.” Speakman paused, then said, “I believe you’re experiencing a carryover of prison paranoia.”

“You’re goddamn right I am.”

A heavy silence followed. Speakman rubbed his jaw as though sorting through words to find the right ones. “Now that the subject has been broached, let’s talk about your incarceration.”

“What about it?”

“I’ll admit that it factored into our choosing you.”

Griff covered his heart with his hand, pretending to have had his feelings hurt. “You mean there was more to it than my being the ideal physical specimen?”

Speakman ignored his sarcasm. “You cheated your team, the league, and most of all your fans. Making you a persona non grata, Griff. I’m afraid you’ll be subject to insults.”

“I haven’t had any confrontations.”

“There hasn’t been time for any,” Laura said.

Her reasonable tone irritated him. “I’m not expecting to win any popularity contests, okay? I cheated and broke the law. I was punished for my crime. All that’s behind me.”

“But there’s also the matter of the bookmaker who died.”

Griff had wondered when that would come up. If they had any smarts at all, and he believed both did, they would inevitably have asked about Bandy. He was surprised only that it was the wife who had cracked open the delicate topic.

“Bill Bandy didn’t die, Mrs. Speakman. He was murdered.”

“You were a suspect.”

“I was questioned.”

“You were arrested.”

“But never charged.”

“Neither was anyone else.”

“So?”

“So the murder remains unsolved.”

“Not my problem.”

“I hope not.”

“What the hell—”

“Did you do it?”

“No!”

Their exchange was heated and rapid, followed by a tense silence that Griff refused to break. He’d said what he had to say. He didn’t kill Bill Bandy. Period. The end.

“However,” Speakman said in the soft and conciliatory tone of an undertaker, “the shadow of suspicion was cast on you, Griff. You were eventually released for lack of evidence, but that doesn’t vindicate you.”

“Look, if you think I killed Bandy, then what the hell am I doing here?” He flung his arms wide to encompass the room, the house. “Why would you want me to father your kid?”
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