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Chapter One

				The rhythmic beating of wings alerted her, and Emily looked up to see a gull hovering fifteen feet or so above the chaise on which she reclined.

				“It’s a thief you know,” said an accent-tinged voice.

				Startled, she turned. “Who’s a thief?” She shielded her eyes against the sun, and recognized the elegantly dressed blond from the night before. “Oh hi, Jack Clemmons, isn’t it?”

				He took off his sunglasses, revealing ice blue eyes. “You remembered.”

				“How could anyone forget you after such generous contributions to the awards dinner?”

				“I’d rather you remembered my sparkling wit and personality.”

				Emily smiled. “It was a receiving line. I don’t recall any chit-chat.”

				“Yet I remembered the tall redhead with green eyes.”

				“Occupational hazard, there aren’t many of us left.” Emily swung her legs from the chaise and retied her pareo about her hips. “So, Jack, I’m guessing the accent is South African.”

				“You would be correct, and you are American.”

				She giggled. “No shit, Sherlock, what gave me away?”

				“You’re very blunt, aren’t you?”

				“Is that a problem?”

				Jack slipped his glasses back on as Emily dug hers from her bag.

				“Not at all; I like a strong woman. Did you have fun last night?”

				“I’d have had more if I’d won the diamond tennis bracelet.”

				He held out a solid practical hand. “So, come take a look at the bird.” Jack helped Emily to her feet, and led her to the parapet. “See the hotel’s seafood delivery.”

				“And?”

				He pointed. “Look up there.”

				The gull had left the terrace and perched on a flagpole across the street. With wings outstretched, it bounced wildly and squawked in agitation as a deliveryman hoisted a basket of seafood on his shoulder.

				“Now watch the cheeky moocher,” Jack said.

				As soon as the fishmonger disappeared down the alley, the gull launched off the pole, and swooped onto the cart. There, head cocked and wings extended, it plucked an expensive tidbit from its kelpy resting-place. It rose high again, and overhead the terrace, dropped its cargo. A large snail hit the ground, bounced twice, and came to rest against the parapet. The bird swooped down beside the mollusk, and tentatively poked the cracked shell to see if its beak would penetrate. When it would not, the hungry flyer danced around the stricken escargot, webbed-feet slapping aggressively on concrete.

				Coming from the city, Emily had never seen anything like the seagull dance, and as she watched in rapt fascination the bird regrouped, took the snail back in its beak, and for a second time, rose in the air letting the mollusk plummet to the unforgiving terrace below. This time, a large chunk of shell broke off, exposing the delicacy inside, and before another could swoop in and steal its hard-earned meal, the gull plucked out the spongy gastropod, swallowed it down, and returned to its purloining perch across the street.

				“Crafty little critter, isn’t it?” said Jack.

				“Might say the same about you; how long were you standing behind me?”

				“A couple of minutes. I didn’t mean to disturb your sunbathing, but I couldn’t resist letting you know why the dinner I’m about to buy you is so expensive.”

				“What makes you think I’m going to dinner with you?” She returned to the chaise.

				“Because you said you would.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“I clearly made an impression the last time we spoke.”

				“And when exactly was that?”

				“You don’t remember Walvis Bay Holdings’s diamond shipment? Last week; you expedited the gems transfer to the clearing house after the courier screwed up. My father, in his usual accusatory fashion, thought the gems had been stolen, and you said you’d make it your mission to locate them before leaving for Monaco.”

				“That was you? You sound different.”

				“Last week I was calling ship-to-shore.”

				“You called me at JFK airport from a boat?”

				“My father wanted his gems in-house before he left the U.S. A business colleague said call Emiline Wilks at Transcontinental, she’ll make it happen. So I did.”

				“Your father called Europe from the U.S. to have you check on a shipment clearing in New York?”

				“Yup, he called me here, to call you there, to do that.”

				“Holy Christmas, that’s one convoluted chain of command.”

				“Par for my father’s course. He refuses to get personally involved with us peasants. Gets just about anybody, to do anything, at any time he wants.”

				“You know the chance of anyone stealing a shipment from Transcontinental is pretty remote. Only a couple of us know how to access the vault, and the courier guards have the pickups timed to the minute.”

				“Doesn’t wash with my father; he sees the bad in everybody.”

				“Now there’s a boatload of familial resentment.”

				“You better believe it. He has me on a leash so tight, I about choke myself. So, are we on for dinner or not?”

				“I’m not sure. My roommate is due in today. Besides, Transcontinental really frowns on employees accepting gratuities.”

				“Female roommate?”

				“Something like that.”

				“Well that clarifies things.”

				“She’s a lesbian.”

				“And you are … ”

				Emily smiled. “Not.”

				“Boyfriend with you?”

				“I’m a little old for ‘boyfriends’.”

				“You know what I mean.”

				“There is someone, back in the states. Is that going to prevent you from taking me to dinner?”

				“Don’t see him with you, so probably not.”

				“Then we’ll say no more about him and move on.”

				“Good. And my offer is not a gratuity.” Jack pulled up a chair. “Look around. It appears we’re the only people under sixty staying at this hotel, and since we’re both going to get hungry at some point, why not eat together. It’ll be fun, and we can talk about something other than stock portfolios, how much we dropped on the tables last night, or who died when, from what, and left whom, God knows how much money.”

				“You’re staying here, too?”

				“No. At the moment I’m a glorified tour guide living on The Adamas — that’s my father’s yacht.”

				“How exotic.” Emily extended her hand. “But a promise is a promise. Hello Jack, my friends call me Emily.”

				“Well I’m pleased you so generously brought me into the realm of ‘friend’ and might I suggest dinner at six. Shall I meet you in the lobby or come to your room?”

				“Umm, let me think about that … ” Emily tapped a finger on the arm of the chaise.

				“Oh come on now, you didn’t think I was suggesting — ”

				“Suggesting what, Mr. Clemmons?”

				Jack blushed. “Er, nothing. I’ll be in the lobby at six.” He smiled thinly and walked away.

				• • •

				Emily saw Jack as the elevator doors opened. And not knowing where they would be going, but realizing most anywhere in Monte Carlo was dressy, she had opted to wear a silk faille two-piece, with Manolos and matching purse.

				Jack walked forward and kissed her routinely on both cheeks. “A vision in pale blue. How lovely, Misook, I believe.”

				“How perceptive. Are you a buyer for Saks in your spare time?”

				He smiled. “And the shoes?”

				“Don’t tell me you know they’re Manolo Blahniks?”

				“I was going to say, can you walk in them?’”

				“What did you have in mind? If you’re thinking the Appalachian Trail we could have a problem; but if it’s just a turn around the square, I’m your gal.”

				“Then, Ms. Emily Sarcasm, you are indeed my gal.” He proffered his arm. “Walk this way.”

				She linked his arm as he led her under the cavernous dome of The Hermitage’s Jardin d’Hiver, and as they stepped out into Monaco’s balmy evening air, he paused. “Roommate arrive?”

				“Yes, finally. I was in the shower and didn’t even see her. She stopped at the room long enough to ditch her bag, and then went to the casino. She drives me nuts with her gambling. She’s always working on ‘her system’ or looking for a cockamamie angle to make money. I’m sick of bailing her out and listening to her sob stories.”

				“Sob stories?” asked Jack.

				“The tables are rigged. Somebody stole my stash. A compulsive gambler’s usual excuses.”

				“Look up there.” Jack pointed to a street corner lamppost.

				“What are they?”

				“Cameras. They are everywhere. The Monaco Tourist Authority brags that you could leave a million bucks in a convertible and if it was stolen, they’d have the thief before he got to the border.”

				“Well, that takes care of that excuse. What about the rigged tables?”

				“Now that’s out of my sphere of knowledge; I never gamble. What little money my father pays me is precious.”

				“Maybe you should meet her and try and impart that wisdom; I’m getting nowhere. In fact, some things have happened lately to make me realize it’s time we parted ways. Anyway, I sent her a message at the casino saying I was having dinner with you. And I’m sort of glad I wasn’t around when she arrived. Her mood, which is not good at the best of times, will not have improved by sitting in the Geneva airport for twenty-four hours waiting to use her staff pass.”

				“Isn’t getting all psyched up for a trip and being left hanging irritating?”

				“For those of us who aren’t rich enough to live on a yacht in Monte Carlo harbor, getting a free pass or paying ten percent is worth the hassle.”

				“Direct, but point taken. Keep walking, Ms. Emily, I can see we’re going to get along like a house on fire.”

				Along with Jack and Emily, many others had chosen to promenade before the impressive Belle Époque buildings of the Square Beaumarchais, and as the smell of coffee and expensive perfume permeated the air, Emily enjoyed the solid feel of Jack’s arm, and the way his body fit next to hers.

				“So, Jack, what if I’d been a frumpy matron, with bleached blonde hair and ill-fitting dentures. Would we still be going out to dinner?”

				“You think I’m that shallow?”

				“Just saying.”

				They stopped at Raffi’s, an open air café bustling with patrons. “So, here we are,” said Jack, leading her to a table replete with canapés and an open bottle of champagne.

				“I see you called ahead,” said Emily.

				“It pays to be prepared.” Jack poured the wine. “Being airline staff, you obviously get to travel anywhere. Have you been here before?”

				“First time. This champagne is yummy, and I love canapés. I could happily make a meal of them. How about you?”

				“Canapés?”

				She giggled. “Monaco; you live here all the time?”

				“No, my father has me organize tours for his business associates. This is just one venue for me. I stay on the yacht until it loads up, then I decamp to The Hermitage.”

				“So that’s why you were loitering about.”

				“I’m not sure The Hermitage would approve of anyone loitering about.”

				“It is a bit old school,’ said Emily. “But I really do like it. I sat in the lobby for hours yesterday imagining all the famous people who’d checked in.”

				“You know it’s stood on the Square Beaumarchais since the early 1900s, and while most people know about Monte Carlo’s casino because it has been in several movies, I think The Hermitage is the more beautiful building. Did you know it’s a registered historical monument?”

				Emily giggled. “That your tour-guide speech?”

				“Yup, that’s the opening salvo.”

				“Sounds good.”

				“I hate it. Standing around, spouting a load of nonsense to people who don’t give a rat’s ass. It’s demoralizing.” Jack took a large swallow of champagne. “I’d give my right arm to chuck it all in.”

				“You work for your father. Tell him you’re not happy and want to do something else.”

				“Wish I could. It’s not that simple.”

				“Why? I’m presuming you’re over twenty-one.”

				“I got into a bit of trouble back home. I’m under court orders.”

				“What did you do, murder someone?”

				“Not quite.”

				“Uh oh. How ‘not quite’?”

				“Motor vehicle fatality. Some friends and I got a little drunk — ”

				“A little?”

				“Okay, a lot. You really want to know? My story isn’t pretty.”

				“Stuff that makes anyone as bent out of shape as you appear to be, rarely is. I’m a big girl; let’s hear it.”

				“The trouble started at my graduation ceremony.”

				“In South Africa?”

				Jack nodded. “Cape Town University, I studied international finance. I was valedictorian and me a bunch of friends started celebrating that — and our freedom from school — hours before the speeches ended.”

				“Okay, we got the drunk driver admission. What next?”

				“After polishing off two magnums of champagne, a bottle of vodka and a fifth of gin, we piled into three convertibles and headed for the beach.”

				“And is that where the bad stuff happened?”

				Jack frowned. “You gonna let me get through this or what?”

				“Sorry; airline worker, deadlines are a religion.”

				“With the booze gone, someone suggested we hit The Palms. It’s a ritzy beach resort on the dunes, but they refused us entry, ’cos we were all so cooked. And I said ‘let’s try Nelly Palmers’. It was a ways off, but they’d serve a pickled warthog, if it had a cent. I was the only one who knew the way, so I took the lead.”

				“When you knew you were too looped to drive?”

				“I’m not proud of that,” answered Jack. “But we wanted some fun. Needed to let off steam and celebrate our freedom. I admit I was driving fast. But the roads were empty, and everyone seemed okay with it. Nobody said slow down so I hurtled on. Then as I rounded a corner, I misjudged the curve, and ended up fishtailing for half a mile.”

				“Did you crash?”

				“No. But the wall of dust I kicked up wiped out visibility for the guys behind me. I was totally unaware anything had happened until there was an explosion.”

				“Jesus!”

				“Pretty much my thought.” Jack took another sip of wine. “As I looked in my rearview, a huge orange fireball was where my friends should be. I slammed my car into reverse and my friend Rick and I jumped out, and the girls with us took off to get help.

				“At first, we just stood and watched as pieces of metal shot from the mushroom cloud rising into the sky. We were helpless. Jimbo, driver of the second car, had veered across the road and hit a power pole, which snapped in two. The front of his car was folded round the stake like a giant fortune cookie, and the overhead wires had snapped, catapulting the top of the pole across the road.”

				“Oh my God,” said Emily, hand to her mouth.

				“It sliced through the third car, like a cheese cutter.” Jack paused to collect himself. “Then I heard a scream. Rick said it was my imagination, but it wasn’t. I couldn’t see much through the smoke, but I had to do something and stumbled forward. A wall of flame exploded out of nowhere and when I hit the ground, I felt a body. I pulled it from the flames, and Rick who was pre-med, stayed with them as I began to circle the area looking for other survivors. There was another explosion. I recall being launched upward. Then everything went black.”

				“Jack, I am so sorry. I assume your friends died.”

				His eyes glazed and he nodded. “Everything was my fault.”

				“You tried to help; there was nothing you could do.”

				“Seven of my closest friends died because of my reckless stupidity.”

				Emily touched his arm. “It was an accident, Jack, one of those awful inexplicable things that just happen.”

				“Apparently the judge trying my case wasn’t entirely of the same opinion. If it hadn’t been for my father’s influence I’d be in jail now.”

				“So that’s a good thing.”

				“No, it isn’t. Before we left the court, my father not only convinced the judge that to prevent another drunken episode he should retain control over me until I was thirty, but also that I was unfit to handle the responsibility of an inheritance left me by my mother.”

				“That’s not all bad. How old are you now?”

				“I’ll be twenty-nine in a few weeks.”

				“So another year or so and you’re free.”

				“It’s not that easy.”

				“I smell a cop-out, Mr. Clemmons. Are we feeling just a tad sorry for our-self?”

				Jack smiled indulgently. “I told you, my major at university was international finance. You can’t disappear for years and pick up where you left off. Things move so fast, you have to be right on top of trends or you’re lost.”

				“Your life isn’t so bad,” Emily replied. “You live on a yacht, travel the world — ”

				“A penniless lackey at my father’s beck and call.”

				“We’re all at somebody’s beck and call. You just have to make the best of the hand you’re dealt.”

				“Oh, my, Miss Emiline Wilks, where were you three years ago?”

				“Let’s see; Fiji, meeting Bill.”

				“Are you going to tell me about him?”

				“He was opening a resort and we hit it off after I helped him with something.”

				Jack smiled. “Much like you helped me.”

				“Yeah, that’s me, the all-American Girl Scout.”

				Jack took Emily’s hand. “I have badges you can earn.”

				“I’m sure you do, but here’s our waiter, so just tell him what you’d like to eat.”

				Jack grinned and kissed her knuckles.

				• • •

				During dinner, Emily was amazed how much Jack knew about the world, but how unaware he was of the effect his good looks and attentive demeanor had on a woman. The two conversed in bits and pieces of languages they’d learned on their travels, swapped horror stories about lost luggage, and laughed uncontrollably about misadventures with foreign plumbing. They criticized everything about monopolistic communication companies, and the lack of a universal electrical system. And when it appeared a crowd was gathering, and their table was needed, Emily suggested they return to The Hermitage for a nightcap.

				Emily led Jack to a quiet spot in The Hermitage’s lounge, and a waiter immediately attended them. “Coffee all right, or do you want something stronger?” she asked.

				“Coffee’s good. I do love how civilized this place is. They really don’t mind if you sit all night and just watch the world go by. Now, tell me about the boyfrie — sorry, gentleman friend back in America. I assume you argued and are now unattached.”

				“And you would be wrong. I’m not only here for the awards dinner. I’m working out an issue.”

				“Oh?”

				“Bill and I have the same philosophies, we like many of the same things. But when it comes right down to it, his age gives him limitations. He’s a lot older than me; twenty-six years, in fact.”

				Jack whistled.

				“Thank you for that unnecessary musical interlude.”

				Jack grinned. “Sorry, the age thing was a bit of a shock. Please go on.”

				“Bill is extremely special. He helped me when I needed a friend. He’s supportive, and generous. He has the wherewithal to give me most everything I want — ”

				“I hear you. That ‘most anything’ will put a spanner in the works every time.”

				“You’ve got some pretty sarcastic notions for a grown man who appears to be completely controlled by his father. What are you, twenty-nine going on twelve?”

				“Touché, Ms. Emily, I now have official warning that you bite.”

				“Sorry, but I’ve known Bill three years, and he’s pretty much everything to me.”

				“But you’re still single, so I assume he’s married.”

				“There you go again. No, he’s not.”

				“Then what’s holding him back?”

				“He wants marriage, but I’m still thinking about it.”

				“After three years. Why?”

				“Because it’s none of your beeswax, that’s why.”

				Jack ran a finger across an eyebrow. “Now I’m sorry. We were getting on so well, I thought we could be honest.”

				“You’re right. If our relationship is so perfect, why am I having dinner and flirting with a virtual stranger? I can only say it’s complicated.”

				“I’m quite good at complicated. Tell me; my shoulder is at your disposal.”

				“I want kids,” said Emily sadly. “Lots of them. But Bill caught mumps at the wrong time and he’s sterile.”

				“Now that’s a biggie. Couldn’t you adopt?”

				“He says he’s too old.”

				“Then I see your dilemma.”

				“Do you want kids?”

				Jack raised an eyebrow. “Is that an invitation?”

				“Be serious.”

				Jack covered her hand with his. “I am. I’m very attracted to you; can’t you feel it?”

				“You just met me. You have no idea who I am.”

				“Don’t care. We feel right, that’s good enough for me.”

				“Well, Mr. Clemmons, in case you have forgotten, I’m taken.” Emily watched Jack for a moment, attempting to assess what was happening between them. She loved Bill, of that she had no doubt. But in a few short hours, Jack had set her senses reeling, had her heart pounding, and introduced feelings that muddled her thinking.

				“You know,” Jack said, breaking the silence. “Twelve guests can live comfortably aboard The Adamas, and the crew is ready to take off anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice.”

				“What are you trying to do, sell me a cruise?”

				He laughed. “Not even close, I’m trying to sell you me.”

				Emily wasn’t ready to admit Jack was irresistible. “On such a night with so charming a companion tearing at my sensibilities, I could easily surrender,” she said playfully. “Unfortunately, unlike you, my circumstances don’t allow me to sail off at a moment’s notice.”

				“Are you making fun of me?”

				She held up her thumb and forefinger. “Little bit. So what’s the scoop, Jack?”

				“I’m not entirely sure what you’re getting at,” answered Jack. “But here goes. Someone with no knowledge of the impact you’re having on me, might suggest that I plan to impress you with my surroundings, and simply maneuver you into a sexual encounter.”

				“But you’re not?”

				“Not exactly … ”

				“How ‘not exactly’?”

				“Good grief, you certainly know how to put a guy on the spot.”

				“All part of my charm, dish.”

				“You’re a genuinely interesting person, you’ve woven your way into my psyche, and I want so much more than sex from you.”

				Emily laughed. “Did you get that line off a crackerjack box?”

				“Was it good? Did I convince you about the not-just-sex thing?”

				Emily held up her thumb and finger again. “Little bit,” she giggled. “But if you remember, I’m taken.”

				“I haven’t forgotten,” whispered Jack. “Don’t you feel anything between us?”

				Emily chewed on her lip. “How about we get more coffee and you tell me about your family.”

				“It’s not a pretty subject.”

				“Everybody has a gross Uncle Morty in the closet. How bad can yours be?”

				Jack smiled. “You know, Emily, I can’t believe I feel so comfortable with you. We just met and I feel like I’ve known you all my life. What’s that all about?”

				“It doesn’t have to be about anything. Sometimes it’s simply two people becoming friends and getting together for dinner and a chat.”

				“Is that all we are?”

				“I don’t know you well enough to answer that.”

				Jack summoned the lounge waiter. “The hell with coffee. If I’m going to spill my guts, I need a brandy. You want some?”

				“I’ll have a sip of yours if that’s okay.”

				Emily took a small sip when he handed her the snifter. “Our meeting is simply karma,” she said. “An amusing cosmic event.”

				“Don’t be flip,” said Jack. “I’m serious. What sort of spell have you put on me?”

				“I don’t need a spell Jack. I might feel something too. But I can keep everything in perspective and not get carried away.”

				“I’ve wanted to carry you away from the minute I saw you.”

				“I know. Now tell me something really personal about yourself. Then, when you get me drunk and disabled, violate my person, and leave me spent and abandoned in the Kasbah, I can point the police directly at you.”

				“God, I really love your sense of humor.”

				Jack reached for her hand and she pulled it away.

				“Tell me who you are, Jack Clemmons.”

	
Chapter Two

				Jack offered Emily the brandy but she declined more. Then he took a large swallow, and set the glass aside. “I’m the only child of Peter and Iona Clemmons of Walvis Bay, a small township on the Atlantic coast of west central Namibia in Africa. The settlement is about eleven hundred square kilometers and has a population of around forty-six thousand. Most of us can trace our families back to the eighteen hundreds, when Dutch colonists incorporated the bay into the Cape Colony.”

				“So your heritage is European, like mine. Yay, something in common. What do your folks do?”

				“Walvis Bay’s main claim to fame is a deep-water port, and my father is the major shareholder of the freight handling company that enables thousands of cargo ships to dock there. He also owns Walvis Bay Holdings, trading Namibian commodities like industrial diamonds, copper, gold, zinc, and uranium all over the world.”

				“So he’s rich.”

				“Ridiculously.”

				“Ergo, so are you.”

				“Not so fast, my little gold-digging friend; let me tell you why that will probably never be.” Jack took a swallow of brandy. “For some time, my father and other influential business leaders have been working to convince corporations to use our docks, instead of South Africa’s further to the south. Their goal is to promote Walvis Bay and its commercial potential, and my no-brain useless job is to float around the world and select venues from which my father can host meetings and fancy parties for potential business partners. By bringing The Adamas, to Monaco, I get to be a glorified deckhand pandering to the ostentatious whims of the world’s fat cat corporate vipers. In the coming month, I have the pleasure of remaining on hand to provide tour guide services to a parade of diamond dripping dowagers, while father convinces their husbands to part with their money.”

				“Yikes, that’s some speech. Did I detect a smidge of anger in there?”

				“Do you blame me?”

				“So you’re an events coordinator; it doesn’t sound like a bad job to me. Try loading airline cargo for a living. Tell your father you’re going to find a position you like better, somewhere else.”

				“It’s not as simple as that.”

				“Tell him you’re unhappy and need to find something that inspires you. He’s your dad; surely he wants you to be happy and fulfilled.”

				“You’d think, but as he sees it, my life is an ongoing catalog of mistakes.”

				“We’ve all made mistakes.”

				“There you are,” said Jack. “Spirit lifting again. You sure you’re taken?”

				“Positive. Now don’t try and change the subject. Why don’t you simply jump outside the box, go it alone and plunge into the unknown?”

				“Would your parents trust you to plunge into the unknown?”

				“I don’t have any parents around to stop me. They died in a car accident when I was a kid. My grandmother raised me for a couple of years before she also died. Then I was sort of adopted by Jude, who is now my compulsive gambler roommate, and her companion Tina. It’s funny; I found it strengthening to come from a place where I had to grow up fast. But I know the downside; it can make you feel very isolated.”

				“You don’t seem to have a problem being outgoing.”

				“Believe me — until I met Bill, I was where you are. I once found it difficult to bare even a pinch of my soul. But when you find someone you can totally trust, and let all your angst out, things will fall into place.”

				“How’d you get so wise? What are you, all of twenty-five?”

				“Twenty-eight,” answered Emily. “What does your mother say about all this conflict?”

				“Don’t have a mother. Maybe none of this crap would have happened if I did.”

				“That’s a real what-the-heck statement, what happened to her?”

				“She and another couple were killed by elephant poachers while on safari. My father barely got out alive.”

				“No wonder he’s overprotective.”

				“It’s not that. He never cared about me. My mother was his only love and once she was gone, all he did was work. I was raised by a series of governesses and servants. Can you imagine what it’s like to be surrounded by a bunch of people who only care about you because your father pays them?”

				She squeezed his hand. “I can’t begin to understand what you went through. All I can say is I’ve only known you a couple of days, and I care about you.”

				“Do you know how good it feels to hear someone say that?”

				“Actually, I do. Now lose the blues.” Emily looked at her watch. “Wow, look at the time. I’ve had a lovely time Jack. Dinner was yummy and your tour guiding was impeccable. But I have to get back to my room. Jude is probably pacing the floor wondering where I am.”

				“Will I see you again?”

				Emily smiled. They had opened — and closed — a million Pandora’s boxes. Had discussed politics, religion, and world affairs, and had compatibly set the world to rights with similar ideologies and irreverent humor. Philosophically, Jack appeared to be a younger version of Bill, and Emily found that revelation dangerously intoxicating. “As I said, you’re a few years too late.”

				“It’s never too late,” whispered Jack. He was delighted he’d at last found a strong, intelligent woman who could hold her own on a dozen disparate subjects. And while she seemed reticent to delve too deeply into her personal life, he brushed any concern aside. Everyone was entitled to a few secrets. He certainly had his share. When he looked in her eyes, seeing honesty and sincerity went along with her beauty and intelligence. Whatever hers might be, he didn’t care. And he couldn’t let her simply disappear from his life. “Have dinner with me tomorrow. I’ll show you the yacht.”

				“Open ocean with a man I just met … really?”

				Jack put “scout fingers” to his temple. “No seriously, dinner and a boat ride. That’s all, I swear.”

				“Let me think about it. Goodnight, Jack.”

				“At least let me walk you to your room.”

				Emily raised an eyebrow. “The elevator is it, buster.”

				As the doors closed, she watched his face. He had the look of an abandoned puppy.

	
Chapter Three

				When Emily entered her room, it was clear Jude had not returned. It wasn’t unusual for her roommate to disappear for days on end to gamble, so Emily tidied up the space and got ready for bed.

				Surrounded by the cool permanence of The Hermitage’s ancient marble bathroom, Emily took up a silver-backed hairbrush that had been her grandmother’s and drew long sweeps through her chestnut hair. Her eyes closed, as she took pleasure from the relaxing strokes of the precious memento of happier times. But her mind was filled with confusion. Bill had shown his appreciation for her in a million ways, and showered her with affection and attention. Nevertheless, something intangible was always missing. Thoughts of Jack raced through her mind, and unexpected guilt flooded over her. Had he displayed that intangible something? Conflict threatened to overwhelm her, and as a barely perceptible draft wafted across her lashes, Emily opened her eyes. Her mother’s face looked back from the mirror.

				It wasn’t the first time Cindy Wilks had appeared. She was always there when Emily had a crisis of conscience, although this time, she looked different. Her hazel eyes, familiar with gentle acquiescence, were gone, replaced by Emily’s deep green. They were full of unquestionable determination, and her mother’s small calm voice echoed uncharacteristically loud in her head. What are you thinking? Bill isn’t perfect, but he’s the man for you. He can give you almost everything. Jack Clemmons is a flirtation. Don’t give up what you have, for someone you barely know.

				Emily had never felt her mother’s presence so intensely, or heard her message so clearly. No matter what, she could not see Jack Clemmons again. She pushed the sadness of her mother’s loss into the remotest corner of her memory. And as the vision faded; Emily replaced the hairbrush in its case.

	
Chapter Four

				Emily woke as the sun poured through the balcony window. Jude’s bed had not been slept in, and she shook her head. What now? How much has she lost, and how much is it going to cost? Emily was fed up with Jude’s gambling; fed up with the lies and deceit, and more than fed up helping someone who would never change out of tricky situations. However, as Emily climbed into the shower, she determined to put a positive spin on Jude’s hopeless situation. Her mind was finally made up. As soon as she returned to America, she was putting Jude’s nonsense behind her, and moving in with Bill.

				Emily was dressed when she heard the key card in the door, followed by a cuss word. She knew it could only be Jude. And as her roommate stepped inside the room there was no mistaking she was mad.

				“Don’t say a fucking word,” snapped Jude. “I lost all my money and now I’m leaving.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Shut up and get my ticket.”

				“We’re wait-listed for tomorrow, remember? And what happened to your face?”

				A purpled bruise and an angry welt accompanied a cut around Jude’s eye. “Had an argument with somebody, and they might be waiting downstairs. Go get my ticket.”

				“First, tell me what happened.”

				“Don’t want to talk about it,” hissed Jude. “Just do as I say. Go get the goddamn ticket.”

				“Whoa, hang on; why are you mad at me?”

				“I’m not. Get the fucking ticket.”

				“The flight is fully booked,” said Emily calmly. “You won’t get on today.”

				“I need to leave now. And I want some money for a cab.”

				“Money? Why do you want money? Surely you left some in the hotel safe.”

				“What word didn’t you understand when I said ‘I lost all my money’?”

				“Oh my God, what did you do? Do you owe money now? Who did this to you?”

				“Skip the inquisition, and move your ass.”

				“I knew this would happen if you went to the casino. Well tough luck, Jude, you’re on your own. I’ll get your ticket, but I’m through bailing you out.”

				As Emily headed for the door, Jude grabbed her arm, and viciously twisted it behind her back. “You ungrateful spoiled brat. All I want is cab fare to Nice airport. Now you’ve got two choices, either you give it willingly, or I’ll beat it out of you.”

				Squirming from her grasp, Emily lurched toward the door, but Jude was too quick. She grabbed Emily’s hair, pulled her back into the room, and spun her onto the bed.

				“You crazy bitch,” screamed Emily. “You’ve gone too far this time. I warned you what would happen if you hit me again. I’m calling the authorities.”

				Jude slapped Emily hard as she reached for the phone. “My, my, haven’t you suddenly become Miss Upstanding Citizen. Now we have to change the plan.” She ripped the phone wire from the wall. “It’s obvious you can’t be trusted so … “ Jude turned, and dragged a suitcase from the closet. She threw it at Emily, grazing her face. “Get packing.”

				Emily felt a bump forming on her cheek bone. “Screw you, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll give you the ticket and some money, and you can get the hell away from me.”

				“Too late for that; you’re coming with me, if I have to drag you.” Jude took a step toward the bed. “Besides you owe me.”

				“Owe you? Are you kidding? We had this conversation a dozen times. I’m done. I owe you nothing.”

				Jude’s eyes glazed as she took hold of Emily’s hair. “Who was it gave you shelter when your husband kicked you out? Who protected your lily-white ass after Bear Mountain? Who gave you money for drugs when you were selling your ass in the street?”

				“That wasn’t me,” said Emily. “That was you and Tina. Look, none of what you’re saying makes sense. You need help, let me call a doctor.”

				Emily attempted to stand, but Jude pushed her down and pulled a cigarette lighter from her pocket. Grabbing Emily’s hair again, she flicked on the lighter and moved the flame closer. “What if I simply deal with you right now? Nobody will know. I can say it was an accident. You wanted a cigarette, the wind blew your hair and with too much hairspray, whoosh, up it went in a ball of flames.”

				Tears streamed down Emily’s face. Jude was clearly unbalanced and in no state to reason. “Okay, Jude, whatever you say. We can sort this out. Let me go so I can pack. We’ll go home, right now. Give me a few minutes.”

				As Jude backed off, Emily threw her things into the suitcase.

				• • •

				Within the hour Emily had retrieved her money and their tickets from the hotel’s safety deposit box, and the pair made their way back to reception. Jude watched Emily closely, but she was able to scrawl “help, call the police” on the credit card receipt.

				“Sorry, mademoiselle,” said the desk clerk, pushing the receipt back toward Emily. “What might this say?”

				“Er, it’s a thank you … a thank you to the housekeepers,” whispered Emily.

				But Jude was within earshot, and after snatching the receipt, stood with her full weight on Emily’s foot. “Sorry, our mistake,” she said to the clerk. “Wrong amount for the tip, could you print us another receipt?” The desk clerk turned to the printer to pick up a new copy. “Do that again,” Jude hissed, “and I’ll kill you.”

				The receipt was produced, signed without further incident, and the women got in a cab to the Nice airport.

				• • •

				After several miles of tense silence, Jude put her hand on Emily’s knee. “Why so quiet?” she said. “Aren’t you glad to be going home?”

				Emily slapped the hand away. “Shut up. I don’t want to hear any of your crap right now.”

				“Maybe you’d rather I dropped you off here, and let your rich boyfriend rescue you.”

				“Anything would be preferable to listening to you.”

				“Is that so?” said Jude. “Well, maybe he’d like to hear what I have to say.”

				“There’s nothing you could say about me that would bother him, so shut up.”

				“Oh, I think there is, Miss High and Mighty. Do his hoity-toity fat-cat family and friends know you’re a lowly cargo bum taking him for every penny you can get? Might they be interested to know you were raised by a pair of drinking, gambling, drug-taking lesbians?”

				“That’s not the way it is, and you know it. Just shut up. I’m through with you.”

				“Are you indeed? Well maybe you’ll feel better after talking to the police.”

				“Yes. That would be a good thing.” Emily leaned forward to redirect the driver. “Let’s stop the cab right now.”

				Jude’s hand clamped onto Emily’s knee, squeezing the bone so tightly pains shot from her ankle to thigh. “Not so fast Miss Innocent; let’s review. What possible excuse could you come up with, for not reporting my involvement in that fatal accident, on Bear Mountain? How would you explain checks written from your bank account to drug dealers in Jackson Heights? Or — get this one — how would you justify talking to my contacts as I smuggled certain restricted commodities through the warehouse? And just to completely immerse you in the world of the unrighteous, I’m going to let you in on the score to end all scores when I get back to the States.”

				“Yeah, right,” said Emily. “What are you going to do, rob a bank?”

				“Better … I’m relieving good old Transcontinental of a zillion dollars’ worth of diamonds.”

				Emily raised an eyebrow. “You’re sick, and a truly certifiable idiot. It can’t be done. You wouldn’t get ten miles from the airport.”

				“My poor naive Emily. I told you. I have friends, and those friends have friends, and when the shit hits the fan, only you will be front and center with all manner of nasty things hanging over your head.”

				“You talk such a load of bullshit. Everybody knows nothing you say is true.”

				“And of course everybody knows what an innocent goody two shoes you are.”

				“I’ve never done anything illegal.”

				“Umm, now let’s see. Your silence after the Bear Mountain incident, Jackson Heights drug dealer payoff.” Jude was counting off on her fingers. “Accessory to smuggling — ”

				“I can explain all that.”

				“Well maybe you can. But in the meantime, you’ll lose your job and your fancy friends, and let’s see … all kinds of ugliness will happen to a pretty thing like you in prison.”

				“You’ll get caught and lose everything, too.”

				“Na-ah. My friends have been covering my ass for some time and will continue to do it in the future.” Jude smiled malevolently. “You must know sacrificing you would be nothing to them, or me, for that matter. So, unless you want the wrath of some very nasty people raining down on your head, I suggest you keep your trap shut, and do as you’re told.”

				The contempt in Emily’s eyes was impossible to hide.

				“I know what you’re thinking,” Jude bent Emily’s fingers painfully. “And let me tell you. You say one word to anyone, and I will drop you so deep in the shit a submarine couldn’t get you out. Do you know what I mean?”

				Emily snatched her hand free. “You need to be in an institution, you know that.”

				It was true she owed Jude. She and her partner Tina took her in when she had nowhere else to go, but that was years ago. And as Emily recalled those early days, understanding how circumstances had changed the dynamic of their relationship since, she knew it was now imperative she find a place of her own. Feeling obligated to Jude might have prevented her from moving on. But since Tina was killed, Jude’s increasingly explosive outbursts were more than anyone could take. The awards dinner in Monaco had been a welcome opportunity to escape the tensions of living with so bitter a person. Now, as she stared blankly into the back of the seat in front of her, Emily could see no way out. She would do as she was told. She would keep quiet, and hope that like in times past, no one would discover the truth.

	
Chapter Five

				Jack put down the phone and smiled. He always dreaded his father’s calls, because they invariably ended with him having to apologize for forgetting to organize some nit-picking little social detail. However, it seemed Emily’s spirit had not only bolstered his confidence on a personal level, but also prompted him to remember every tiny detail of Peter Clemmons ‘must have’ list.

				He dialed The Hermitage to invite Emily to that evening’s dinner party. However, when he asked to be put through to her room, Gaston, the guest services director told him Ms. Wilks had checked out.

				“Do you remember her checking out?” Jack asked.

				“But of course, she is normally a very beautiful woman.”

				“Normally?” cut in Jack.

				“Why yes, Monsieur Clemmons. But this day it seemed she had befallen some accident for she had a large angry place down the side of her face.”

				Jack frowned. “Did she seem upset?”

				“I am not qualified to judge such a thing, monsieur. But she seemed a little, er, agitated when she handed me the credit card receipt.”

				“Was she questioning the charges?” asked Jack.

				“I don’t think so. She had written something there, but it was so badly written I couldn’t make it out. I asked her to translate and she said it was a thank you to the staff.”

				“How do you mean badly written?” asked Jack, who’d seen Emily’s neat, precise penmanship.

				“It was like my mother’s writing and she has a shaky hand.”

				“Do you still have the receipt?” asked Jack.

				“No, monsieur, the older women with her snatched it from my hand before I could staple it to the invoice.”

				“So where is your signed proof of payment?”

				“I gave her another receipt,” said Gaston.

				“And this other woman; was there anything you remember about her?”

				“Mais oui, monsieur. She was, excuse my bluntness, very masculine, and extremely angry about something. It might have had to do with the bruising and cuts on her face.”

				“They both had injuries?” asked a concerned Jack. “Good grief, Gaston, what on earth was going on? Did you register any reports of a disturbance in Ms. Wilk’s room?”

				“No, but it was Ferdinand who first brought the ladies’ condition to my attention.” Gaston handed the phone to the desk clerk. “Ferdinand, tell Monsieur Clemmons about the ladies’ departure.”

				“When I brought down their suitcases, I remember Mademoiselle Wilks repeatedly asking the older woman why they were leaving,” answered Ferdinand. “And she wanted to make a phone call, but was not allowed to do so. I assumed the older lady was irritated because the younger had them running late.”

				“Thank you, Ferdinand. You have been most helpful. Please put Gaston back on the phone.”

				“Oui, monsieur.”

				“Gaston, I have to call and find out if Ms. Wilks is all right. Could you give me her address and phone number off the registration card?”

				“For you, monsieur, yes. But it will be of little help. The address is simply listed as J.F.K. Airport, USA, and there is no phone number.”

				“Isn’t that unusual?”

				“Not for airline staff. If there are any problems, we simply bill the airline. However, the police authorities require a passport and full information upon entering Monaco. Maybe they can help?”

				Jack might have accepted Emily’s leaving as her choice had he not been told of her distressing appearance. Now, he had to find out what happened, and knew exactly who could help.

				• • •

				“Hello, Jack, old friend,” said Chief Inspector Labande. “What can I do for you?”

				“I know this is unorthodox, but could you let me have Emiline Wilks or Judith Cameron’s complete address from the cards filled out when they entered Monaco?”

				“That is not something we share with civilians, Jack. May I ask the reason you need such information?”

				“Er … it’s personal.”

				“Naturellement, go on.”

				“We — er, that is she, Ms. Wilks and I — are to be married,” said Jack, resorting to a necessary lie. “I believe Ms. Cameron objects to our union and er, I think she may have taken my fiancée back to America to prevent our marriage.”

				“Ah, mais oui, a matter of the heart. We in Monaco understand such things. However, I am unable to help in this matter. All records are temporarily sealed while we investigate a murder along the waterfront.”

				“A murder,” said a shocked Jack. “In Monaco?”

				“It seems times are changing even in our little paradise. And since it is a rare occurrence, you understand how we must be very careful.”

				“Yes, of course, I understand. Any idea when you might be able to give me the information?”

				“Who knows?”

				“Charles, please; I know murder is a huge deal in Monaco, but all I want is one little address.”

				“It is out of my hands. I suggest you come back in a week.”

				“A week,” said Jack. “That’s an eternity. Couldn’t I try again tomorrow?”

				“Jack, I tell you this because we are friends. But after I tell you what we are doing, you will see how very busy we are, and why you cannot return for at least a week.” Labande waited for some sort of confirmation that Jack agreed, but receiving no indication, he continued. “As you know, we have cameras everywhere in the Principality and can pinpoint any trouble outdoors. However, it appears our dead woman knew our system well. She was well known on the Cote d’Azure for discreetly picking up tourists and taking them back to her apartment to steal their money. We have been watching her for a while and had no cause to apprehend her. But now, with this messy business, we have to go back to our cameras and identify all the individuals with whom she had contact.”

				“You have the film. Surely it’s a simple case of matching passport records. This is Monaco; stuff like this doesn’t happen here. Why will it take a week to pull a few pictures?”

				“As I said, times are changing. This type of thievery is more common than one might think. Naturally, it’s not something we want to advertise; so very bad for Monaco’s tourist reputation. However, when it happens, we have to look at mountains of security camera pictures and compare them to every passport and ID card we have, to see if a tourist or local is involved.”

				“Surely someone must have seen something. This is a small place with eyes everywhere.”

				“Just so, and right now we are closing in on one lead. A casino receptionist recognized the murder victim as being in the company of an American woman, to whom she passed a message on the night of the tragedy.”

				Jack interrupted. “Whoa, stop right there. You said an American who was given a message at the casino?”

				“Yes,” said Labande. “The message was relayed as her passport was being photographed.”

				“That’s my friend. Well, not my friend. My friend’s friend. She sent the message. It was her friend. The friend of the one I’m looking for.”

				“Jack, slow down, you are making no sense; whose friend did what? Look, you need to come down to police headquarters. Do you want me to send a car for you?”

				• • •

				Within the hour, Jack was with the Inspector of Records, in front of a computer displaying all the information he required. Armed with everything he needed and oblivious to the bigger picture, Jack was eager to contact Emily. He turned to leave, but Labande blocked the door.

				“No no, Jack, you cannot simply leave. You are now part of an ongoing murder investigation, and you must do nothing to jeopardize it. You will need to give statements, and you cannot contact Mademoiselle Wilks, as she may alert Judith Cameron.”

				“Emily wouldn’t say anything,” Jack snapped. “Besides, she could be in danger. Gaston at The Hermitage told me she had bruises on her face.”

				“In that case,” interrupted Labande. “It is even more important you do nothing to interfere. If this Judith Cameron killed the Dutch woman, and afterwards beat your friend, she is very dangerous. Mademoiselle Wilks may be in fear and who knows what she might say to protect herself from another beating. You will say and do nothing, and you will not leave Monaco until I give you permission.” Jack began to protest, but was quieted. “You must give me your word you will do nothing to contact Emiline Wilks. If our investigation is damaged by your interference, our friendship will mean nothing, I will arrest you as an accessory. Do I make myself clear?”

				Jack nodded sheepishly. “Who will protect Emily? Don’t you see the Cameron woman forced her to leave the Principality? I knew she wouldn’t leave willingly without saying goodbye.”

				“Jack, I’m sorry, but this is the way it must be. I will contact the FBI and other American authorities and they will protect your friend if she is innocent.”

				“What do you mean, if she is innocent? Of course she is innocent. She was with me on the evening of the murder.”

				“I understand what you say and we will need to hear more about that. Come with me now, and I will take a full statement. But make no mistake, once that is done and you leave here, I will be checking on your whereabouts. You may not leave the Principality until I tell you, and if you try to leave, it will be very bad for you.”

	
Chapter Six

				Jack was frantic. He imagined all manner of dire things happening to Emily at the hands of Jude Cameron. But he was powerless to help. He decided to let a large brandy persuade him that he was overreacting to a situation about which he knew nothing. And when one drink nowhere near calmed his fears, he took another. And then another …

				• • •

				When Jack awoke, head ready to burst and eyes glued half shut, he felt a presence beside him. “Who’s that … where am I?”

				“It’s Tom, sir; you’re in your cabin.”

				Jack felt his pajama-clad chest. “Christ, what happened?”

				“You had a brandy or two, sir.” The steward engaged the intercom. “Captain said I should buzz him when you woke.”

				“Okay, can I get some coffee?”

				“Right away.”

				As the steward left, Captain Kris Svensson walked in. “So, Jack,” he said, towering over the bed. “I guess this is about the young lady you had dinner with.”

				“Don’t start, Kris.”

				“I’m not here to judge; your father does plenty of that. Just thought you might want to talk about it. Maybe this old Norseman can impart some ancient wisdom.”

				“Got anything for a hangover?”

				“I’m told goose grease on stale bread works.” The Captain smiled when Jack made a face. “Not for you, uh? How about a raw egg in Worcestershire sauce?”

				“Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll pass on both.”

				“So what happened?”

				Jack ran a hand through his hair. “How long have I been out?”

				“About ten hours,” said the Captain. “I was going to give you twelve before calling the morgue.”

				“Very funny, old man.”

				“Not so funny. It’d be my hide if anything happened to you.”

				“No, it wouldn’t. My father doesn’t give a shit about what happens to me.”

				Captain Svensson sat. “But I do. What happened with you and … ?”

				Jack pushed his knuckles into his throbbing temples. “Emily, and why do you assume it’s about her?”

				“Because the last time you got this upset was after you found out that gal in New Zealand was married.”

				“Well, you’re dead wrong; nobody’s married.”

				“Let me finish. I know it’s about her because Tom told me you asked her aboard but when you called the hotel, she’d checked out.”

				“Jesus, is nothing sacred aboard this rust bucket?”

				“Hey, be careful what you say about the woman I love.”

				Jack walked to the porthole, opened it and let the cool sea breeze wash over him. “At least she won’t run out on you.”

				“That’s it, then … she left you high and dry?”

				“Story of my life.” Jack forced a smile. “You didn’t put these God-awful pajamas on me, did you?”

				“What do you think?”

				“Thanks, Kris, I can always count on you.”

				“As long as you remember that. Now, as you’re relatively okay, I’ll get back to work. Why don’t you get up on deck? The fresh air will do you good, clear out the cobwebs, and put it all in perspective.”

				“That’s what Emily said, ‘I can keep everything in perspective and not get carried away’.”

				“Sounds like she’s committed to someone else,” said the Captain.

				“Why do you assume that?”

				“I’m an old sea dog, Jack. That’s the sort of line a gal uses when she wants to let you down lightly. You have to suck it up and move on.”

				“I don’t think I can do that. Gaston at The Hermitage said she was beaten up before she left.”

				“By whom?”

				“They think her roommate.”

				“Then the police need to get involved.”

				“They already are.”

				“Good grief, Jack, what have you gotten into?”

				“Nothing, but her life seems a bit messy.”

				Captain Svensson stood and headed for the door. “Look, sober up and we’ll talk again. If you need help, I’ll be there.”

				“Fank u mommy; I weerwy wuv you.”

				“Cut the crap, kid; just do as your Captain orders.”

				• • •

				Jack’s head was pounding fit to explode, but when he opened the bathroom cabinet looking for something to make it stop, he found nothing. Then he heard the door. “Thank God,” he said, reaching for coffee.

				Tom held up a glass containing a dubious slimy brown and yellow mixture. “Captain said you should chug this first.”

				“What is it?”

				Tom raised an eyebrow. “Prairie oyster. Thought everyone knew about these. Looks disgusting, but really works.”

				“Personal experience, Tom?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Then I’ll do it.” Jack rolled the concoction of raw egg and Worcestershire sauce in the glass and being at a pain-point where he’d try anything, chugged it down. “Eeeuw, that’s worse than shit-on-a-shingle.”

				Tom looked puzzled. “I like shit-on-a-shingle.”

				“That’s because you’re ex-military; they make you eat anything.”

				“Don’t you know it. Next, Captain says you have to take a cold shower with the water full flowing on your head.”

				“You’re kidding, right?”

				“Wouldn’t joke about something like that. Got my reputation as Tommy-on-the-spot to think about.”

				“Can I at least have a mouthful of coffee to wash away the goop?”

				“No, sir. Shower first, then coffee. I brought toast, too. Captain’s orders.”

				“Please don’t tell me it has goose grease on it.”

				Tom looked puzzled. “Excuse me?”

				“Nothing. I’ll hit the shower.”

				• • •

				Ten minutes of water-induced brain freeze had Jack’s headache gone. Moreover, the prairie oyster had calmed his nausea. And, as he sat on the roof deck, with fresh sea air drifting over him, he was ready to face the day.

				Tom brought Jack’s breakfast and the newspapers. “Chef made your favorite frittata, sir.”

				“Tell him thank you; I appreciate how much you all do for me.” Jack hesitated.

				“Was there something else you need?” asked Tom.

				“I don’t suppose any messages came in for me?”

				“Stopped by Sparkie before I came up, sir. Nothing received.”

				“Thanks, Tom.” Jack’s crestfallen look spoke volumes. “Thanks for checking.”

				• • •

				In the beginning, Jack had been confident Emily would contact him. However, a week passed with no word from her. Try as he might, he couldn’t dismiss her as merely a flirtation, because everything about her was different. He couldn’t begin to quantify the depth of feelings produced by their short time together, and he desperately missed her conversation and infectious spirit. And when the hurt of her departure morphed into something more desperate, he obsessed about her welfare. No matter what, he intended to find out what happened to her.

				• • •

				Agonizing days passed and with the arrival of Peter Clemmons guests, Jack resigned himself to further purgatory playing the dutiful son of the host. He accompanied one or the other of the guest’s offspring to local events, and while he tried to be marginally attentive, Jack constantly compared the women to Emily. He found both lacking.

				And when a champagne-fueled Katarina — the more aggressive of the two — made a pass at Jack; he simply smiled. There was no doubt she was rich and beautiful and, at least in his father’s eyes, would make a suitable wife.

				But the vapid young woman reminded Jack of his first sexual partner at university. Had he still been that young and shallow, he might have been flattered and taken the young woman to his bed. As it was, he didn’t even care enough about her, to care. His sustaining force was recalling his time with Emily.

	
Chapter Seven

				Jack eventually reached a point where he wanted to leave Monaco and accept any consequences the authorities might levy. Then common sense kicked in. The ramifications of so blatant a defiance might keep him from Emily longer. So, he elected to go to police headquarters and plead with Labande to let him leave. This time he was successful. But not before Labande had told him all he could about the murder.

				• • •

				Chief Inspector Labande dropped sugar into his fourth cup of coffee, and sucked the dregs from the stir stick. He’d been having a hard time with the details of the Dutch girl’s murder. Now, as he sat in front of his computer screen, message ready to send, the thought his friend Jack might become involved added more gray to his already salt and pepper hair.

				Sipping his coffee, he glanced from the window. Monegasques were diligently going about their business. Happy, smiling people were spilling from the recently docked cruise ships, and the majestic Grimaldi Palace rose undisturbed and stately from the water. Labande frowned. He liked living in a place where murder was still rare; a place where such disgusting callousness could only be the work of an outsider with a sick and demented mind.

				As he flipped through the crime scene pictures, he wondered what kind of jaded personality could have abandoned a paralyzed and bleeding girl. And the forensic evidence was clear. The Dutch girl fell, gashed the back of her head on the edge of a coffee table, and injured her spine enough to incapacitate her. And while someone else had been in the apartment during that time, they left her to die.

				Labande looked more closely at certain photographs. One showed the victim had attempted to write her killer’s name in blood. Another, where the young woman was a blue-grey mass of contortion, bled out at the end of a dragging crimson trail. She had died a slow horrible death and Labande couldn’t help thinking how it was all such a pitiful waste. But what was worse, and made his hand shake with thinly veiled anger; given immediate medical attention, Ms. Marisa Marten would have survived her trauma.

				Now, as he opened the file sent him by the FBI, the Monegasque policeman put their, and his, pieces together. The pieces that started to make sense by accident, as so many cases do. He’d been looking over the international flight watches and had seen Judith Cameron’s name as being a person of interest in an illegal currency transaction in Switzerland. Cameron, an American, had exchanged a large amount of Swiss francs at the casino. And in replying to the FBI alert, Labande informed them he had reason to believe his murder case and Cameron were connected. Cameron, who roomed at The Hermitage with Emiline Wilks, the woman his friend Jack Clemmons, was so frantic to contact.

				Labande frowned. Good, trusted friends were hard to come by. Nevertheless, while Jack Clemmons might have nothing to do with either case, his fiancée was on the periphery of both.

				The last mouthful of coffee ran bitter over Labande’s tongue. And as he vowed to cut down on the caffeine-infused beverage, he hit the send key informing the FBI of Jack Clemmons arrival.

				• • •

				When The Adamas’ group assembled for dinner that evening, Peter Clemmons misinterpreted his son’s demeanor.

				“Well,” Peter said to the assembly. “It seems escorting a pair of eligible young ladies agrees with my son. Do I detect an understanding in our midst?”

				Jack smiled. “An understanding, Father; how quaint.”

				“Maybe, but you appear different this evening; cheerful and seemingly full of optimism. I hear you’ve been spending an inordinate amount of time with our beautiful Katarina. Do we have cause for celebration?”

				“I don’t believe I’ve spent any more time with Katarina than with Sarah. But you’re right, an announcement is indeed forthcoming.”

				Katarina fidgeted in her seat. “Jack, I had no idea; you seemed so taciturn.”

				“Taciturn? Good for you, Katarina. Nothing says wasted education like dropping a ten dollar word when a one dollar word would clearly do.”

				Peter Clemmons’ eyes flashed. “Jack, mind your manners; what’s gotten into you?”

				“Life, Father. Mind-clarifying, soul-boosting life. And for once, I’m going to live it on my terms.”

				“What the devil does that mean?”

				“Tomorrow, come hell or high water, I’m leaving for America.”

				“You can’t simply — ”

				Jack stood and threw down his napkin. “Watch me.”

				• • •

				Jack rose early the following morning and was surprised to find his father already on The Adamas’ upper deck. “You want more coffee, Father?”

				“I’m good, but I’ll take some fruit.”

				Jack spooned a measure into a bowl and set it beside his father.

				“You not eating?” Peter Clemmons asked.

				“Not hungry.”

				“That’s not like you. Are you sick?”

				“Sick of this place.”

				Peter bent down the corner of his newspaper. “Really?”

				“Yes, really.”

				“So you’re determined to go to America.”

				“This afternoon.”

				Peter Clemmons laid down his newspaper. “For what?”

				“Business.”

				“Are you going to the diamond cutters expo?”

				“No,” answered Jack.

				“Then what?”

				“My business.”

				The elder Clemmons raised an eyebrow. “You have business?”

				“That’s what I said.”

				“And where are you staying?”

				Jack shrugged. “Like New York isn’t awash with suitable hotel rooms.”

				“Sarcasm. Well, that’s new. Your little girlfriend teach you that?”

				“How do you know about — ?”

				“Does it matter? Let’s just say I have people who are keeping an eye on you.”

				Jack poured himself more coffee. “So, you know better than to refer to her as my little girlfriend. She’s important to me.”

				“They always are.”

				Jack scowled. “Who always are?”

				“Gold diggers.”

				“Christ, Father, could you for once not assume — it doesn’t matter what you think, I’m going.”

				“I know.” Peter Clemmons pulled a paper from beneath his plate. “So rather than have you mugged and left in an alley somewhere, I suggest you contact any of these people.” He handed Jack a list. “You’ll not need to bother about hotels. These are respectable families, who’ve had experience keeping wayward offspring out of mischief.”

				Exasperated, but knowing better than to argue the point with his father, Jack accepted the list and set his mind on New York.

	
Chapter Eight

				It was six A.M. when Emily’s cab pulled up to the glass-fronted reception of JFK’s Executive handling area. She could see Bill’s pilot, Joe, coffee in hand, chatting with the prettiest girl in the office. Waving hello, she went straight to the helicopter, and strapped in. She and Jude were on opposite shifts at Transcontinental, and on days off Emily put as much distance between them as possible. And while a pang of guilt for leaving Jack so abruptly occasionally tore at her heart, she knew that deciding to live with Bill was the right decision.

				It was a couple of minutes before a smiling Joe appeared, handed her a headset, and received clearance to cross JFK’s airspace.

				“So?” asked Emily, no longer hearing instructions from the tower.

				Joe turned and beamed. “So what?”

				“Don’t play coy, fly-boy; did you ask her out?”

				Joe remained silent.

				“Not again. Come on, what are you waiting for? It’s been months.”

				Joe blushed beneath his headset. “I know, but she’s sort of shy, and I didn’t want to push it. She lives in Queens, I live in Saratoga. You know the deal.”

				“Duh! I do know the deal, and it’s nothing. Bill said you could use the helicopter anytime. You have to come down to pick me up every week, so come up the night before, take her out, then fly me back to Harrington the next day. Why are you hesitating?”

				“I suppose I could do that, but — ”

				“But nothing, you’re just a big wimpy doofus. She’s a really nice girl, and I think you should jump in, before someone beats you to it. Promise when you bring me back, if she’s on duty, you’ll ask her out.”

				“I’m not sure.”

				“Come on, promise. Stop being a wuss. One date, that’s all. It’s not like you’re asking her to marry you.”

				“Whoa,” said an alarmed Joe. “Don’t even go there. That’s a bad, bad word.”

				“Uh-oh, touched a nerve, eh?”

				“Eh, nothing, I’ll think about it.”

				“No thinking, stop thinking, too much thinking, just do it. What’s the matter with you? You’re good looking, you have a great job, and you get paid oodles — ”

				“Hey,” he said pointing down. “Look at that development, what would you say? Mill and a quarter each, what do you think?”

				“Stop trying to change the subject. I’m keeping on you about this. You’d be so sweet together; Joey and Jilly, a perfect match. Ask her.”

				“Just quit it, sister; you’re not the boss of me.”

				Emily smiled. “Well technically, when you’re not with Bill, I am.”

				“Yes, you are. But I still control the bird … ” With that, Joe plunged the helicopter downward.

				Emily shrieked. “Stop that, you monster, or I’ll throw up on your boots.”

				Joe laughed at Emily’s discomfort. “You gonna stop playing big sister?”

				“Okay, okay, let’s just get home safe.”

				• • •

				They were thirty minutes into the journey, when Joe reached into the pocket of his flight suit, and handed Emily a small package. “From Bill.”

				She smiled. “Naturally.” Carefully untying the gold ribbon, Emily meticulously stowed the wrapping paper in the console pocket.

				“Thanks,” said Joe, grinning. “Never know when I might need some wrapping paper.”

				Emily ignored him, and upending a familiar Tiffany blue box, dropped a small turquoise pouch into her hand. Exploring the velvety depths, she pulled out a gold chain on which hung a heart-shaped deep-green emerald.

				Joe was grinning like a schoolboy delivering his best friend’s first love letter. “So what does it say?”

				“What does what say?”

				“You know damn well …  The card?”

				“Didn’t you read it already?”

				“Certainly not,” said Joe. “It’s private.”

				“Then I’m not telling you; it’s private.”

				“To match your eyes.”

				Emily backhanded him. “You did look. Oh, you are such a boy.”

				“Am not, smarty pants. Bill discussed it with me when we chose it.”

				“And what else did you boys discuss?”

				“Nothing … ”

				“Liar!”

				• • •

				When the skids hit the west lawn of Harrington Hall, Bill’s rambunctious Labradors bounded up to greet her. Dropping to her knees, she received the onslaught of wet kisses, and producing three Bonz from her shoulder bag, gave each a cookie.

				Jeff, the houseman, was waiting and took Emily’s case.

				“Is Mr. Bailey playing golf?” she asked him.

				“Yes Miss, said I was to take you straight over when you got in.”

				Emily smiled. Bill always liked to see her as soon as she arrived. And whether he was in a meeting or playing golf with his friends, everything stopped for her. He’d never admitted it, but Emily had a sneaking suspicion her interruption was a blessed relief. Bill was an excellent sportsman in general, but was horribly bad at golf.

				Emily followed Jeff to the estate run-about. “Can you stop at the house for a minute, I have to do something.”

				“Sure Miss Emily, take your time. It will give Mr. Bailey a chance to get out the bunker.”

				• • •

				As Emily passed the morning room, a picture of her loomed large above the fireplace. Over the years, Bill had taught her a lot about art and the foibles of the rich and privileged, but she’d never quite understood why that picture gave him such comfort. She couldn’t help smiling as she trotted up the stairs. He was without doubt the most generous person she had ever known, and never for one second gave her any less than one hundred percent of himself. And then Jack popped into her mind, and she regretted not making a greater effort to say goodbye to him. She’d felt the sting of abandonment in her life and it wasn’t something she would wish on anybody. However, with Jude threatening to expose the skeletons in her life, Emily knew it was best she get back to her routine with Bill. Besides, any apology she might tender to Jack would now be too little, too late.

				• • •

				Emily watched as Bill drove a ball high over the left side of the fairway that soundly smacked the uppermost branches of a very inconveniently placed tree. As it disappeared into the rough, a well-used curse floated across the distance.

				Emily applauded as Bill handed his caddy the club. “Bravo, sir,” she teased. “Fine use of obstacles.”

				Bill turned, smiling wide, all thoughts of golf abandoned. “How long have you been there?”

				“Long enough to know you need a break.”

				“Whoa, and what’s with the black eye?” he asked, kissing her carefully.

				“The peril of a crowded flight. Some doofus had stuffed a huge bag into the overhead locker and when I opened it to get a book, damn thing fell out and hit me in the face. Don’t worry, it looks a lot worse than it is.”

				“As long as you’re okay.”

				“I am very okay, and you will find that out in a few minutes.”

				It was no secret to Bill’s friends, and certainly not to his servants, that the things he and Emily did kept him young. Moreover, as Emily smiled at him, fresh as a daisy in a white pleated skirt and sunshine-yellow top, his golf buddies understood he was about to embark on a game, any one of them would much rather play.

				“Carry on, guys,” Bill said. “Play through and we’ll see you later for drinks. Emily and I have business to discuss.”

				His friends smiled knowingly, and resumed their game.

				As Jeff moved to the back seat of the estate run-about, Bill joined Emily on the bench-seat up front. And as he slipped the truck in gear, Emily moved in close and whispered what they might do with their afternoon. One intriguingly breathless proposal prompted Bill to run his hand high up Emily’s thigh. She wasn’t wearing panties, and he smiled broadly. “My, my Miss Wilks,” he said, removing his hand. “If you want us in the ditch, just keep making those smutty suggestions.”

				She squirmed seductively closer and blew in his ear.

				Bill did his best to drive a straight course. “No fair. Now back off, or I’ll stop this truck and commit despicable acts upon your person in front of Jeff.”

				With no windows save the windshield, Jeff couldn’t avoid hearing what the lovers were saying. “’Scuse me for saying, Mr. Bailey, but the wife told me I wasn’t to get my blood pressure up. If it’s all right with you, would you drop me off before the despicable acts occur?”

				“Why, Jeff,” said Emily facing the rear. “I do believe we’ve embarrassed you.”

				Jeff beamed. “Not a bit of it, Miss. It’s just that when I tell the missus what I witnessed, she might want some of them despicable acts herself.”

				They all laughed as the truck chugged back to the house.

				• • •

				As soon as the truck came to rest at the Hall’s front steps, Emily jumped out, and dragged Bill unceremoniously into the foyer, and up the grand staircase. In passing, she shouted to Brothers, Harrington’s butler of twenty-five years, to bring champagne.

				The spry old retainer smiled knowingly and headed off to the kitchen.

				Brothers had always been in service, and sometimes found it difficult to accept the more relaxed relationships of the American household. Nevertheless, while ostensibly Bill’s butler, he could maintain an appropriate distance, and still be a confidante, and friend. Being so close to Bill, he often speculated why Emily didn’t stay at the Hall permanently as Bill had so many times requested. He assumed she wanted to ‘do her own thing’, and while he wasn’t sure what that meant; he admired her independence. Brothers was also a co-conspirator in most of the surprises Bill planned for Emily. He also knew that while the world was hers for the asking, she had never asked Bill for anything. However, what most endeared Emily to those who lived and worked at Harrington was her joyful presence. She brought the place to life, and her antics were a continuing source of respectful amusement below stairs.

				• • •

				Within minutes of collecting champagne and canapés, Brothers was knocking on the door to the master suite. Bill and Emily were in the bedroom, he on an oversized mahogany chair, she straddling his lap. Brothers placed the tray on the sitting room table, and quickly retreated. To the casual observer, the lovers appeared to be fully clothed, but without underwear to inhibit her, Emily was performing an almost imperceptible lap dance on Bill, which she’d suspended upon Brothers arrival. However, as soon as the outer door closed, Emily peeled off her top, revealing the stunning emerald pendent nestled between her breasts. And while Bill subconsciously compared its color to her eyes, her rhythmic rocking intensified and stripped the years from his body.

				• • •

				It was in the quiet minutes after lovemaking that Emily worried about Bill. He always kept pace with her antics, but as they lay close, she worried that his heart beat dangerously fast.

				“Darling,” she whispered. “Can I ask you a question?”

				“How am I feeling? I’m good. I don’t know why these quiet moments bother you so much.”

				“That’s all you know, smarty pants. That wasn’t my question.”

				“Then fire away.”

				“When we met in Fiji, did you find me instantly attractive?”

				“It’s not like you to fish for a compliment,” said Bill. “What brought this on?”

				“Something somebody said to me in Monaco.”

				“Ah, the awards dinner; how did it go?”

				“I didn’t win the diamond tennis bracelet.”

				“I know you don’t really give a toss about jewelry, so do I need to worry about us?”

				Emily pecked him on the cheek. “Absolutely not.”

				“I think you know how I felt about you from minute one.”

				“Is that normal for a guy?”

				“Being honest, I’d have to say yes. Of course it’s all testosterone driven at first. We get a singular urge for sex, but if the couple is right together, other feelings take over. So, what happened in Monaco? Do I need to put a guard on you?”

				“No. In fact the conversation clarified some stuff, and from now on you’ll be seeing a lot more of me.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“You still want a roommate?”

				Bill beamed. “You’ll marry me?”

				Emily ran her fingers down his cheek. “Let’s take one step at a time and live together. But at some point, when you least expect it, I promise to drag you in front of a Justice of the Peace and make a gentleman out of you.”

				“Deal,” whispered Bill, before he locked his mouth on hers.

	
Chapter Nine

				Bill and Emily’s friends, among Saratoga’s wealthiest, were assembled in the conservatory for their pre-race-day buffet breakfast. Upon asking, Emily was told Bill was taking a phone call in his office.

				“Well, here we are again,” said Emily, to her assembled friends. “Brad, would you be a dear and pass me a cup of coffee.”

				As Brad handed it to her, he ushered her aside. “Emily, love, I don’t mean to be a downer, but is Bill okay?”

				“Why do you ask?”

				“Nothing really I suppose. But he’s been looking a little peaked lately, and twice during the week, he begged off our golf game.”

				Emily smiled. “I wouldn’t read too much into that.” She patted Brad’s ample belly. “You know he only plays to get you fat cats out for some exercise. Besides, he really isn’t very good at it and you know Bill hates not being good at something.”

				“You got that right. His doctor appointment in New York went well then? Guess it’s wishful thinking on my part that the old boy is actually slowing down.”

				“Umm.” Emily paused. “Now go check out the buffet, and stop fretting. I bet we have smoked salmon thingies.”

				Brad smiled. “I love the thingies.”

				“That’s why I asked cook to make extra.”

				As Brad disappeared, Emily might have seemed calm, but the slowing down remark got her thinking. It was universally understood Bill had the constitution of a horse, and was never sick. So, it was unusual for one of his closest friends to ask after his health. And the doctor appointment set off alarm bells in her head. Bill never visited the city without inviting her to spend the night with him at the Pierre. Emily excused herself and joined Bill in his study.

				When Bill saw Emily, his face lit up. He made a beeline for her and kissed her passionately. “You look ravishing, I could eat you.”

				Emily giggled. “I think the good Reverend Ballard might have something to say about that. What are you doing in here? We have guests.”

				“Had a phone call and some urgent papers.”

				“Shall I make your excuses? The gang can see you later at the track.”

				“All done. Anyway you know my time is your time, no exceptions.” Bill picked up a piece of paper and held it aloft, as if it were a proclamation. “Says right here in rule twenty-seven, sub-section five, paragraph three. And … er … b, clearly states, ‘when Ms. Emily Wilks is present, no further business, save that of gaming, partying and fornication shall be conducted’.”

				“Fornication?”

				Bill smiled. “Best I could do on short notice. Come here, I need some serious sugar.” He came from behind the desk, enveloped her possessively in his arms, and kissed her hungrily.

				It was several seconds before they separated. “Wow,” said Emily. “Where did that come from?” Emily pulled back and looked deep into his eyes. “What’s wrong, Bill?”

				“Why would you think something is wrong?”

				“What’s all this … ” She circled a finger in the air, not knowing how to describe what she felt from him.

				Since they first met, Bill had taken great pains to shelter her from anything difficult. Now, he sat on the edge of the desk, pulled Emily between his legs, and buried his head in her shoulder.

				The neediness in Bill’s demeanor was something she’d never experienced before. “Seriously, darling, this doesn’t feel right; what’s happening?”

				“Nothing really. I’ve had a hellish week since you left. I’m so relieved you came back.”

				“Why would you doubt I’d be back?”

				Bill rarely alluded to negativity, and when he saw the look of concern on Emily’s face, he smiled. “It’s nothing but lonely old man stuff.”

				“Somebody said you’d seen the doctor.”

				“Routine physical.”

				“In New York?”

				“Yeah, Doc Mathers.”

				Emily frowned. “He’s not your regular. What gives?”

				“Man stuff.”

				“I’ll take that as ‘I don’t want to talk about it’.”

				“Do you mind?”

				“Not for now, because we have a roomful of our friends waiting, and frankly, I think you’ll feel a lot better after you’ve eaten some breakfast. But I won’t forget to ask you later.”

				“What would I do without you?” asked Bill. “You know me better than I know myself. Everything is so much easier when you’re here with me.”

				There was no doubt in Emily’s mind that Bill loved her, and despite the limitations of his age, on so many levels, she loved him, too. And when she looked deep into his eyes, she also knew she had no right to play games with such a gentle, wonderful man any longer.

				“All this old body needs is a dose of Emily,” said Bill.

				“Well unfortunately we have an obligation that requires our immediate presence. But I promise you will have my undivided attention after the races.”

				Emily started for the door, but Bill pulled her to a halt and pecked her on the nose. “I’ve been waiting a week for someone to tell me that.”

				“Good, so let’s go attack the buffet, I’m hungry.”

				As Emily led Bill into the breakfast room, Brothers stepped to her side. “If you would like to sit, Miss Emily,” he said. “I’ll serve breakfast.”

				“Serve breakfast? This is Harrington Hall; we work under British rule. You never serve breakfast.”

				Brothers grinned as he turned to the buffet. Bill sat Emily at the head of the breakfast table.

				“Okay, what’s going on?” she said.

				With a flourish, Brothers placed a covered plate before her. “Your breakfast, Miss … ” He lifted the lid exposing a glass of orange juice. And all around, sparkling with more carats than anyone had a right to receive was a diamond necklace, tennis bracelet and matching earrings. “Mr. Bailey thought you might enjoy some ice with your O.J.”

				Emily was speechless.

				“Assembled friends,” said Bill, hoisting a glass of Bollinger. “Once again, I fell short of marriage, but finally, Emily has agreed to live here permanently. Please raise your glasses to ‘the almost Mrs. Bailey’.”

				As Bill beamed like a Cheshire cat, and their closest friends cheered, Emily had no doubt she had made the right decision.

				• • •

				A happy, somewhat tipsy group set off for the races, and as he got into the limo, Bill instructed Brothers to break out champagne for everyone below stairs. Then the caravan of expensive automobiles snaked its way to the Saratoga Race Track.

				“Why do you spoil me rotten,” Emily asked, twirling the tennis bracelet beside the gold Rolex he’d bought her three years before. “I don’t deserve all these beautiful things.”

				Bill watched her fidget with her wrist. “You sounded genuinely disappointed about not winning the tennis bracelet in Monaco, and that’s not like you. So I figured, umm, maybe my frugal little butterfly has changed her mind about jewelry. So let’s blow her mind with something sparkly.”

				“You’re crazy, you know that.”

				Bill pecked her on the nose. “Crazy about you. Does it fit? I can have it sized if it bothers you.”

				“Are you kidding? You know the exact size of every inch of my body.” She moved her hand inside his thigh. “And I know yours.”

				Her remark was so spontaneous, so wickedly cheeky, so very Emily, Bill roared. “We can turn the car around and spend the day in bed if you prefer. I’d like to see you naked except for the diamonds.”

				“Very tempting Mr. Bailey, but you dragged your friends out of bed at the crack of dawn. The least we can do is ply them with champagne and munchies until the final race.”

				“You say you don’t deserve my gifts, but there you go again, thinking about others. That’s what makes you so deserving.” He brushed her knuckles with his lips. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life spoiling you.”

	
Chapter Ten

				It was a perfect fall day for racing with the going recorded as ‘good to soft’. The main event was the ‘Travers Cup’, a mile-and-a-quarter for three-year olds, and the grandstand, private boxes, turf terrace and rail pavilion were packed. Many of Bill and Emily’s friends were in his box, though a few had chosen to go down to rail side. They were now waving like lunatics, gesturing for Emily to join them. Bill urged her to go and experience the excitement of the race at eye level, but the crowd was too intense for her.

				As the horses spilled onto the course for the running of the Travers, the crowd noise was deafening. One not familiar with the tangible ego of the horse might think the racket would spook them, but the highly-strung equine athletes thrived on the noise. They fed off it like a band at a rock concert, and the horses pranced, twirled, and fitfully jogged to the start. There they were met by a necessarily burly course crew, whose unenviable task it was, to squish each of the gyrating powerhouses into the starting gate.

				As expected, Jamie Freestone’s Shirley Girley was odds-on favorite, and not worth a bet. However, Bill liked the look of his friend Josh’s Anything Goes, while Emily chose to support Amy Salt’s Pocket Rocket.

				The crowd grew quiet as each horse melded into its starting stall. Then, exercising the prerogative to be loaded last, the favorite was coaxed into place. In the time it took to stall Shirley Girley, the rest of the field became antsy, and several jockey’s voices were heard calming their mounts. Then, when the favorite attempted to rear in position, her jockey slapped her smartly to settle her down.

				As the hush of rapt anticipation descended over the track, the favorite again launched skyward. And as Shirley Girley’s hooves hovered over the turf, a hollow metallic clang accompanied the crowd’s universal gasp. The gates were open. Ears forward, equine timing impeccable, the mare powered from her haunches and hurtled from the stall.

				Supporting yells from the crowd helped the horses into their strides, and the field bunched tightly together over the first couple of furlongs. No jockey was willing to make a break. And as the stampede approached the stands and the crowd noise increased, the horses surged forward. Relishing the encouragement, jockeys added their voices, and galloped hard to the turn. The front-runners jostled for position on the rails and settled. However, they re-bunched dangerously around the first corner, travelling at a faster pace than expected. The bumping and boring resulted in a rank outsider, Blue Bayou, breaking away from the pack. Some of the following jockeys anticipated an opening, and spread. But it was quickly apparent when Blue Bayou’s jockey looked back, that he had set her into a pounding rhythm, to try and outrun the field. For several seconds nobody broke away to keep up, and although a mile-and-a-quarter, flat-out, was a long way to go; it looked like Blue Bayou might run away with it.

				By the second turn, the blue roan had a commanding lead, and with her pace strong and steady, her jockey did little more than let her run. However, when he looked back a second time, the others were gaining. He attempted to chivy her on. And while the third turn saw a marked reduction in her lead, she still cleared the mile marker first. Then, as if she were standing still, others were on her shoulder. Slapping her once on the rump, her jockey tried to maintain speed. But the punishing pace and early break, proved too much for the youngster. As the field favorites passed Blue Bayou, she had given everything she had.

				A tight group charged down the final two furlongs. Jockey experience, as well as the horse’s stamina, would now come into play. Anything Goes took the lead, and within half a dozen strides, maintaining the blistering pace were Happy Go Lucky, Shirley Girley, and Pocket Rocket.

				Whips cracking and heads down, the last furlong saw three jockeys glaring at each other as they rode neck and neck. Anything Goes hugged the rail. Happy Go Lucky was pinned in the middle. Shirley Girley set the pace, on the outside. Stride for stride, the three-year-olds charged on. With the finish in sight, adrenaline powered muscles flexed to the limit. And jockeys drove their mounts harder. With the crowd cacophony deafening, jockeys cursed and whips flailed. The equine trio responded. As hooves flashed close together, inches separated the runners from total disaster. Necks stretched, ears back, and nostrils spread, thoroughbred heads pushed free, and three horses shared the lead. Shoulder to shoulder, then neck and neck, Shirley Girley inched forward. Then nose, and nose, with relentless power, and equine determination, the favorite made her move. She was a sweating, foaming freight train, a hurtling mass of horseflesh, and when her jockey let out a blood-curdling scream, even he was surprised by her turn of speed. Shirley Girley pounded across the line, victorious.

				The pandemonium was earsplitting, and although nobody but Jamie Freestone made any real money that day, it was a glorious win.

				When the announcer officially called the race, thousands of race-goers littered the ground with betting slip confetti. And Shirley Girley cantered back to the winners circle to receive the cup.

				• • •

				Having picked their way to the Freestone box, Jamie introduced Bill and Emily to the assembled guests. And as Bill shook hands with an the impeccably dressed foreigner, sporting sun bleached hair, and the sort of tan you only get from spending time in the most exotic island hideaways, Emily’s heart stopped.

				She was face-to-face with Jack Clemmons.

				Emily woodenly took Jack’s hand. And in the split second their fingers touched, the electricity of desire surged from his hand to hers. She was instantly fearful Jack might inadvertently reveal their acquaintance and ruin everything with Bill. And all she could think of was, of all days, in all places, why now? With her emotions in total disarray, the blood drained from her face. And as dizziness overcame her, she grabbed Bill’s arm.

				“Em, darling, are you all right?” Bill asked. “Do you want to go back to — ?”

				“Bill,” interrupted Jamie. “As you played such a huge part in my buying Shirley, you have to come meet the star of the show.”

				“I’m not sure I can, Jamie, Em doesn’t look well. We better return to my box, I think the crush here is bothering her.”

				Jack stepped forward. “That would be such a shame, Bill. As I’ve met the beautiful creature in question … ” He avoided looking in Emily’s direction. “I’d be happy to escort Miss. Wilks and wait with her until you return.”

				Bill ran a hand down Emily’s arm. “What do you think, darling, will you be all right with young Clemmons for a few minutes?”

				With hands trembling, and heart pounding, Emily nodded an okay.

				“Good, I’ll be as quick as I can.” Bill pecked her reassuringly on the cheek and pulled Jack aside. “I think you should take Emily’s arm, she looks a bit wobbly. If she wants to lie down, speak to Jonesy, the steward. I don’t know how long this will take but there are plenty of refreshments in my box; feel free to help yourself.” He moved back to Emily. “Okay, darling, everything is set. Don’t play the martyr, let Jack take a hold of your arm, and if you need to, lie down ’til I get back.”

				• • •

				The pair walked wordlessly towards Bill’s box, and upon finding a secluded corner, Jack repositioned his arm around Emily’s waist, and pulled her into his embrace. “My God, Emily, what happened in Monaco?” In the hubbub of the racetrack, his whisper was almost inaudible.

				Emily buried her face into Jack’s shoulder, and it was several seconds before she pulled herself together. “I’m so sorry. I had no choice but to leave. Jude got into some trouble, and when I challenged her, she attacked me.”

				“So she did put the bruises on your face.”

				“How do you know about that?”

				Jack pushed her hair back. “When I asked The Hermitage for your address, the GSD remembered you, and said when you checked out, you looked beaten up.”

				“And you came looking for me?”

				“To see if you were all right. I knew you wouldn’t willingly leave without saying goodbye.”

				“If you knew my address, why didn’t you contact me?”

				“I couldn’t.”

				“Your father?”

				“No, the police. They told me what Jude was mixed up in, and by leaving Monaco with her, you were dragged into it. I was under orders to say nothing in case you warned her they were looking for her.”

				“I couldn’t help it, Jack. She reminded me of how much she’d helped me after my parents and grandmother died. I tried to stand up to her, but she can be very violent. She intercepted a message I gave to the desk clerk, and threatened to kill me. I was afraid. She put me under pressure, and I caved. Then on the flight home, she told me about the fistfight with the woman who stole her money. She said she escaped when the woman fell onto a coffee table. We fled the hotel because the woman and an accomplice said they were coming after her.”

				Tears flowed down her cheeks and for the first time Jack realized behind Emily’s confident and capable exterior there hid a frightened little girl. He wanted so much to protect her from the bad things that had happened.

				“It’s all over now,” he whispered. “We’ll contact the police, tell them everything and pick up where we left off. Jude and all her misery can go to hell.”

				Emily took a Kleenex from her purse, and dabbed her eyes. “Where we left off? Jack, there is no left off. We had one dinner together. Besides, as you so often said, it’s not that easy.”

				“Of course it is, you’re single, I’m single, what’s not easy?”

				“We had a wonderful few hours in Monaco. But I’m committed to Bill.”

				“Well I have to say it is a shock to know that the gentleman friend you talked about, is multi-millionaire Bill Bailey. The Bill Bailey who just asked me to guard you with my life.”

				Emily frowned. “Jack, seriously, whatever you wish between us is simply that. I belong to Bill. Everything you think I am is thanks to the peace of mind he gives me. And I’ll never again do anything that might hurt him. You could be everything I dreamed about, but I can’t be with you. You have to go away — right now — and forget me.”

				“First, let’s straighten something out. I don’t have money like Bill Bailey or my father, which makes us equal. We are on the same level. Ordinary, everyday working stiffs. Together, we can make a life. We don’t have to be answerable to men who are used to buying everything and everybody.”

				“Answerable? I’m not answerable to Bill the way you are with your father. I don’t know what impression I gave you, but I love Bill. Being with him is a pleasure, not a curse. I have a job and make my own money. I’m with him because it’s where I want to be. You’re bitter and hurt about your life, because you’re stuck in a place you hate.”

				“Was,” said Jack.

				“Excuse me?”

				“Was — Jaime talked me up to the Director of his brokerage house, and I start a new job in the city next week.”

				“That’s good, Jack, you finally broke free from your father. And I finally broke free from Jude. But make no mistake, at some point in the not-too-distant future, Bill and I will be married.”

				Jack stepped back from Emily. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to … I had no idea you and he were that serious. When we were together I thought we had … I’m sorry I did get the wrong impression. I assumed too much and wasn’t thinking rationally. Please forgive me.” Jack was devastated, but composed himself. “Did the police finally arrest her?”

				“Arrest who?” asked Emily.

				“Jude, because of Monaco; she beat that young woman and left her to bleed to death.”

				It was as if Jack had slapped her across the face. “What? Jude said they had a fight and she ran when the woman hit her head on a coffee table.”

				“My friend at police headquarters told me she did hit her head, but according to the coroner, Jude probably stood there a while, and then left her to bleed to death. There are pictures with footpri — ”

				“Oh God!” With a gasp of guilt and regret, Emily covered her face with her hands.

				“Emily, what’s happening? You didn’t do anything.”

				“That’s the whole point. I didn’t do anything. Jude beat that woman, then me. If I’d been stronger, called the police, I might have saved that woman’s life. God, I am such a coward, I never do anything.”

				“You’re not making sense; you didn’t know Jude was lying.”

				“But I did. She’s always lying; making up stories, cheating people and blaming others. Every bad decision she ever made is because of what someone else did. It’s been like that ever since I’ve known her. And God help me, this isn’t the first incident.”

				“She’s killed someone else?”

				Emily nodded. “I can’t prove it, but I’m sure of it.”

				“Jesus Christ, you have to tell me what the hell is going on here.”

				“Years ago, Jude and I went up to Bear Mountain and met up with a young couple. We drank a lot and after I left Jude with them, there was a car accident. The two kids, along with two others travelling in the opposite direction, died in a head-on crash. I wasn’t there, but when I learned about the circumstances and location of the accident, and recalled the state Jude was in the next day, I knew she was involved. But, I didn’t do anything.”

				“That wasn’t your — ”

				“There’s more. Later Tina, Jude’s companion, told me she owed some friends money in Jackson Heights. I loaned her a couple of hundred dollars, although my heart knew she would probably use it to buy drugs. She was killed in a hit-and-run that the police declared was related to a drug deal gone bad. I could have refused to give her money, stopped her from going. Jesus, if I’d have told the police what was happening, she might still be alive. But I didn’t do anything.”

				“Emily, none of this is — ”

				Emily put up a hand to quiet Jack. “Not long ago, I had a suspicion, things — bad things — were being smuggled through the airport. I watched for a while and certain restricted items that were supposed to go to customs would simply vanish with no paper trail, no receipts, and no bills of lading. Because she’s on the opposite shift to me, I tentatively approached Jude and asked her if she had noticed anything weird, and she said I was imagining things. I checked the files, Jack, double-and triple-checked every item. All the missing stuff arrived late at night on my shift and was gone the next day before anyone else on Jude’s shift saw it. But, once again, once a pathetic thing again, I … did … not … do … anything. I’m a pitiful excuse for a female with zip in the way of integrity.”

				Jack took her hand in his. “I’m no shrink, but I’ve indulged in enough sob sessions to know you’ve spent years forgiving the wrong people for bad things. In the process, you’ve loaded yourself down with such guilt it’s going to take more than a hug and a Band-Aid to get you out. But we can fix this.”

				“And precisely how do I convince the police that I was beaten and kidnapped by my roommate, but ’til today, I still lived with her. And oops, sorry, I forgot to mention years ago she got two kids drunk and might be responsible for their deaths, and two others, on Bear Mountain. And there’s more. A few weeks ago, I know she got into a bloody altercation with a woman in Monaco, who subsequently died. And if all that wasn’t bad enough, right now, as we speak, she is probably smuggling God knows what all else in and out of JFK!”

				“All I heard is, you suspect a lot of things, but have proof of nothing. Your only crime is not telling the authorities what you suspect. Let me talk to my father’s lawyers, they sorted my mess out, and know how to spin things in a positive direction.”

				“A positive direction? My God, is that the mother of all understatements or what? My conscience needs more than a lawyer’s quick fix. I have to face down my demons, and I’m doing that by quitting my job at Transcontinental, and leaving New York. I’m putting as much distance as I can between Jude and me by moving in with Bill. And under no circumstances do I want you any more involved than you are.”

				Before Jack could protest, Bill was beside them.

				“Good grief, Em,” Bill said. “What happened? You look terrible.” He felt her forehead. “You’re burning up. We should get you to a doctor.”

				She hated to lie to him, but in the circumstances, she felt it necessary. “I’m okay, Bill. Jack just told me a mutual acquaintance was murdered.”

				“I’m so sorry, darling, that’s an awful thing to hear. Let’s scoot on home; familiar surroundings are always best when dealing with bad news.” He reached out to shake Jack’s hand. “Thanks so much for keeping an eye on things. I know you’re bunking at Jamie’s right now, but you’re very welcome to stay at Harrington Hall if you need a change of venue. What say you, Em?”

				Emily smiled thinly.

				“That’s very nice of you both,” said Jack woodenly. “Might I take a rain check? I have business in the city that requires my full attention.”

	
Chapter Eleven

				Emily watched the trees stream by. No words accompanied their journey and her tears fell with each passing mile. However, as the roof of Harrington Hall loomed large, she dabbed her eyes, took a stabilizing breath and squeezed Bill’s hand. “I’m sorry to be such a baby.”

				“It’s a shock to hear something like that. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so upset about anything. Are you really all right?”

				“Nothing that one of Brothers special pick-me-ups can’t cure.”

				“There’s my stoic gal. Nothing keeps you down for long.”

				• • •

				Brothers had set up cocktails in the conservatory, and Bill handed one to Emily.

				“This was a good suggestion,” she said, after taking a sip. “And I have another.”

				Bill raised an eyebrow and leered theatrically. “Oh yes, my pretty?”

				“Not that, you rogue. I want to go back to New York and collect my things immediately.”

				“The gang will be expecting you at dinner. Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

				She put down her drink. “No. My decision to move here is made. I’m eager to tie up some loose ends, and start our new life.”

				“Give me a list, I’ll call the office and have someone do all that.”

				Emily came alongside, and wrapped her arms about him. “This is something I have to do Bill. I want to clean out my apartment, and give notice at Transcontinental.”

				“Leave the apartment, there’s nothing you need. And write a note for Transcon’. Joe can deliver it and tell whomever to deal with it. I don’t want you to leave me.”

				The uncharacteristic hardness of his attitude made her giggle. “I’m not leaving you, silly, I’ll be right back. I’ll do the note to Transcontinental, because I really don’t want to risk running in to Jude. But I’m stripping that apartment of everything you ever gave me.”

				“I can buy more. I’m rich, remember?”

				“I really have to do this, darling. Joe can fly me to JFK, stay at The Pierre overnight, then at first light pick me up, and bring me back. Eighteen hours tops and I’ll be on the lawn … okay?”

				It didn’t happen often but Bill knew when he was beaten. “I miss you already.”

				• • •

				The dogs howled mournfully as the rotor whine increased and their mistress was elevated into the chill evening air. Watching Bill far below, she had never seen him look so vulnerable, and when a fleeting memory of her parents leaving her at her grandmother’s house caused her to shudder, she almost had Joe turn back.

	
Chapter Twelve

				An airline warehouse at JFK, or any other airport for that matter, has no redeeming features. They are noisy, dirty, and soulless, and the only reason most people work in them is because the job generally pays well, and usually has a decent medical plan. In addition, the airline allows its employees to break out of the box by travelling the world at a discounted rate, and Jude Cameron had been reaping one other benefit for some years. She’d earned gambling money ‘rerouting’ certain merchandise away from the watchful eye of the U.S. Customs service. And her accomplice in expeditiously removing many of the re-routed items was T.W. Ford, the pilot owner of SkoogAir, a small cargo carrier based in Sanford, Maine.

				• • •

				Jude walked into work with a ‘kiss my ass’ attitude. Her life had finally turned around, and by noon she’d be halfway to an exotic island, with a quarter million bucks in an off-shore bank account.

				It didn’t take long for the warehouse team to notice how happy she was, and she endured the usual teasing about finally making it with this or that woman she’d talked about. However, despite busting to tell them all to shove their condescending innuendo up their asses, she ignored them and proceeded with her routine.

				Being the senior agent, Jude strode about the warehouse checking the export containers loads. Satisfied that nothing was amiss which might prompt someone to distract her from her mission, she reviewed paperwork on imports. She had always paid particular attention to incoming valuables, fantasizing what it might be like to have just a tiny piece of the pie, and now, as she struggled to contain her excitement, she noted the arrival of an additional and very large diamond shipment.

				Jude took a deep breath as she stole a glance about, then with shaking hands, she walked to the warehouse phone, dialed the cell number she’d been given, and said, “are we playing ball today?” The monotone voice at the end of the line answered “yes” and the game was on.

				Concentrating on any sort of work after that became difficult, and every time the office door opened, Jude hoped it wasn’t the Customs appraiser’s team arriving early. Interrogating the clock as it inexorably ticked toward ten; Jude downed three cups of coffee, and practically asphyxiated the warehouse’s bats as she burned through a pack of Marlboros. But the cigarettes did little to calm her nerves, and the excess of coffee had her guts turning cartwheels. She decided that filing might keep her grounded.

				When next she looked at the clock, it was after ten, and with sweat beading on her lip, Jude trawled her desk drawer for more cigarettes. She was startled when Lou, from the Customs appraiser’s office burst in.

				“Goddamn big-dig pain in the ass, waste of tax-paper money. Hi Jude, how’s it hanging?”

				Jude spun around. “Lou, er, hi. It’s not like you to be late.”

				“Goddamn traffic was bumper-to-bumper, and now it’s ten after. I swear if I ever get hold of the numb-nuts moron who started that project, I’ll nail his ass to the wall.”

				Jude smiled nervously. “Tell it like it is, Lou.”

				“Sorry, but a man can’t even go about his business anymore.”

				“You’re just ten minutes off schedule. No big deal, you still got time to sit. I bought in some Dunkin for you.”

				Lou opened the box and pulled out a doughnut. “Now that’s real nice, Jude, you know how I love my apple crumb.”

				“Frank not with you today?”

				“Yea, he’s outside. Kid from Continental brought that Hummer over for him to see.”

				“I heard about that. Where’s a cargo-chucker getting the money for a Hummer?”

				Lou took a bite of the cake. “Man these are good. Foxboro; he won a hundred grand on one friggin spin of the wheel.”

				“Lucky stiff, I never win squat.”

				“Amen sister, I hear you. Here, this is today’s list. Can I have another bun?”

				“Sure. Eight tins?” asked Jude.

				“Yeah there’s some sort of diamond cutters expo at the arena. Between you and me, this amount of ice will be coming in for a while.”

				In the wake of Lou’s whirlwind arrival, Frank lumbered in. “Jeez Louise, that piece of shit kid can’t be more ’an twenty and he’s already got his … hey Jude, you got any crullers in that box?”

				“Sure do, help yourself, and I just made a pot.”

				“I always love coming to Transcon’. Don’t I say that, Lou? You guys are so civilized. Get jack anywhere else. Hey Lou, go light on the half-and half, what am I, calcium-deficient?”

				“You got some sort of deficient, now stop belly-aching. I swear if you don’t got anything to bitch about, you’d bitch about that.”

				Jude smiled at her friends’ bickering. “Okay guys, before World War three breaks out, I’m gone. Be right back, now eat your cake and play nice.”

				As the guys hoisted their doughnuts aloft, Jude headed into the warehouse. Blood pounded so loudly in her temples, she felt sure they’d hear it. So she took a deep breath, and made the walk she’d completed a thousand times. Today, however, she had exactly the right incentive to do what everyone knew in theory could be done, but never for one minute, thought they could get away with.

				Setting off at a good clip, Jude couldn’t help thinking about the job’s simplicity, and knowing that Lou Willis and Frank Mason were the armed guards waiting in reception, her confidence in the mission’s outcome soared.

				She’d known Lou and Frank for years. They were great guys, each on the wrong side of fifty, with personality to spare. But Jude knew, with absolute certainty, whenever they turned up at Transcontinental; they never spent less than an hour bull-shitting in reception. That downtime was critical for the plan to work, and from the minute she left the import office with their gem list, it would be at least an hour before either man stopped talking long enough to realize their shipment hadn’t been delivered to them. By that time, with T.W.’s Bonanza at full throttle, she would be on her way to paradise, and a life she’d only dreamed about.

				As Jude disappeared into the import area, she glanced at her watch, 10:17 A.M. She’d covered the hundred or so yards quickly, knowing every minute was critical, and as she turned to pass the ramp doorway, she was delighted to see T.W.’s Bonanza parked outside. She could also see the refueling truck attached, and as she approached the safe area, the familiar figure of T.W., wearing his signature Australian bush hat, sauntered toward the checkout desk. Without acknowledging her accomplice, Jude walked on, called the Duty Officer down from his second floor office, and made her way to the vault to meet him.

				T.W. heard the D.O. clomping down the stairs, but never raised his head. He simply dropped off his articles for export, and inquired if he had any packages for the onward leg to Philly. When he received an answer in the negative, he picked up his papers, and sauntered back to his aircraft. 10:19 A.M.

				As the refueling truck was unhooking T.W’s Bonanza, he knew Jude had tied up with the D.O. at the vault. He signed his credit card receipt, boarded his aircraft and prepared to get under way. 10:22 A.M.

				At the vault, the D.O. flipped the tumbler, and having set a combination Jude knew had been the same for several years, he inserted his key, turned it twice, and swung open the bulky door. Jude knew the vault well. It had walls of metal racks that held dozens of eight-by-five gem tins, an assortment of aircraft parts, electronic equipment, and other valuable cargo. Without hesitation, she stepped into the pitch darkness, took a step right and flipped the light switch. The naked bulb flooded the space with its cold, hard brilliance, and though she’d never felt claustrophobic before, today, her breath came in short sharp bursts. For an instant, she felt as if the walls were closing about her, telling her to get out while she could. But she knew it was just the enormity of what she was doing. And as she turned back to the open door, and saw the D.O. holding it ajar, she was able to divert her panic to another place.

				Consulting the customs clipboard, eight tins were listed for collection. The first six were Walvis Bay Holdings … good, she thought, all together in the same place. She pulled them quickly, and memorizing the final two label numbers, methodically scanned the racks. Then, having pulled all eight tins, Jude stacked the cloth wrapped bundles on the collapsible worktop affixed to the vault door.

				The D.O. took her clipboard, adjusted the vault inventory log, and placed the shipment back into Jude’s waiting arms. The entire shipment weighed less than three pounds. 10:27 A.M.

				Biting her lip and focusing on walking, Jude managed to control herself well enough. However, when she came to the door connecting export and import warehouses she started to shake. And, as she glanced out to the tarmac, and saw the Bonanza slowly creeping toward her, the split-second of distraction, had her catching the clipboard on the door jamb. A gem tin thudded to the floor. “Shit a brick,” she mumbled.

				“Yo, Jude,” shouted the D.O., about to ascend to his office. “You need some help in there?”

				“Sorry, boss; dropped a tin is all.”

				“Long as you don’t spill ice all over the damn floor. Feds don’t like that sort of clean–up.”

				“I got it. Thanks anyway. That your phone ringing?”

				“Jeez, I’ve got a ten-thirty conference with marketing, sure you can manage?”

				Stooping awkwardly to pick up the tin, Jude waved. “Yeah go, you know how bent sales gets if we don’t dance to their tune.”

				“Ain’t that the truth,” answered the D.O., scurrying up the stairs.

				Jude took a minute to compose herself, then looking around and finding no one in her part of the warehouse, she ducked out to her right. A short jog across the ramp had her alongside the Bonanza, which had rolled into the blind spot between import and export warehouses. Jude quickened her pace to line up with the aircraft’s open door. Then with her final stride, she threw the tins inside, jumped into the airplane, and pulled the door shut behind her.

				When T.W. felt the jolt of Jude hitting the fuselage floor, he opened the throttle. And before the Bonanza’s door was fully locked and secure, he rolled from the cargo ramp onto the taxiway. 10:30 A.M.

				Continuing his tower-speak as if he were on his routine flight plan to Philadelphia, T.W. knew his taxi-time to the take-off runway could take twenty minutes. That was five more minutes than this operation could afford. So, hitting the gas, he sped to the runway, and made up the time lost by the late customs drivers. The Bonanza came to a rocking halt and settled in line. 10:43 A.M.

				With SkoogAir cargo to Philadelphia now right on schedule, and impatiently positioned for departure, T.W. checked the aircraft line up. It looked like there was some congestion up front with the wide bodies, and he cursed. Waiting for takeoff behind a bunch of lumbering behemoths was irritating and time consuming at any time, but today an uncharacteristic bead of sweat ran down his temple. He wasn’t nervous about being the little guy behind such powerful jets. His only concern was getting far away from JFK before the customs team realized they’d not received their tins. At that point, Jude would also be missed, someone would hit the panic button, and all hell would break loose. The pilot re-contacted the tower about his wait time, and was instructed to hold. 10:45 A.M.

				Three long minutes later, as aircraft appeared to be moving T.W. noted the two wide bodies ahead of him. His mind was in overdrive as he watched the Air India 747 roll down the runway. His fingers fanned the controls, tapping out a nervous tattoo. “Go baby go,” he mumbled to nobody in particular. “Get out of papa’s way.” 10:50 A.M.

				Tickling the controls to push a little further forward, T.W. knew he’d be cutting it fine to pull off this particular stunt. But he’d been in tight spots before, and adrenaline took over. With one ahead, and less than ten minutes to meltdown, he focused on the tower cross talk. “Airbus 180, you are clear to taxi, line up on runway … ” 

				T.W.’s grip on the stick tightened as the Air France Airbus sat. “Shit man,” he screamed into the ether. “What the hell are you waiting for? Wind the sum bitch up why don’t ya.” 10:53 A.M.

				As the Airbus sat, T.W.’s nerves started to fray. “Shit, shit, shit!” he yelled, slapping the consol. “Move it, you cretin.” The Airbus moved nowhere. And as the early morning sun streamed through the Bonanza’s huge window, sweat ran down his neck. “Okay, okay,” T.W. mumbled to himself. “Hold it together, we’ve been in tighter spots than this, it’ll move, give it a minute … A MINUTE I DON’T FUCKING HAVE … ” As he screamed the last, hoping to push the Air France Airbus forward, a voice echoed in his headset.

				“SkoogAir light, this is the tower.”

				Deep breathing pulled him back to pilot calm, and without a trace of tension in his voice T.W. responded. “SkoogAir 3649, tower, go ahead.” 10:55 A.M.

				“SkoogAir 3649, get ready to roll Captain, the Airbus ahead is having brake problems. We need to keep this show on the road, so line up on runway 24.”

				“SkoogAir 3649, copy, runway 24.” 10:56 A.M.

				T.W. smiled as the Bonanza rolled to its takeoff position on the runway, and with engines throbbing, waited for word from the tower. “Come on, son, say the word …  just say it, and let old Uncle Skoog out of here, before he pisses his pants.” 10:58 A.M.

				The Bonanza sat and rocked.

				“Come on people, I’m still waiting … got places to go, people to see.” 10.59 A.M.

				When word came, it resonated inordinately loud.

				“SkoogAir 3649, clear for takeoff, have a good day Captain.”

				“SkoogAir 3649, thank you tower.” As the engine raced and the Bonanza rolled forward, T.W. beamed. 11:04 A.M.

				“Move, baby move,” he yelled to his airplane. “Give me power baby, more power … “ As the wheels lifted from the ground and the tarmac flashed beneath, T.W. let out a whoop. “Yee-ha! We have lift-off. Let’s suck up the gear, get the hell out of here. Elvis has left the building.”

				T.W. had one ear listening, should there be contrary instructions, but no matter what, in his mind, he was gone. And as he looked back to see Jude laying prostrate on the cabin floor, the Bonanza climbed effortlessly into a cloudless blue sky, heading for the City of Brotherly Love.

	
Chapter Thirteen

				Customs office courier Lou was in fine form, declaring that after six months of purgatory, interspersed with dubious boosts from ‘the patch,’ he’d finally given up smoking. Frank more quietly touted his knowledge of all things football, declaring that with the aid of the Packers, Patriots, Ravens, Broncos and Falcons, he’d won five thousand dollars in the office pool. And as the Transcontinental cargo team gathered in reception, pretty much everyone had an opinion on where it could best be spent. Frank quietly smiled, for had they known about his penchant for gambling, they’d understand why the money was long gone back into his bookie’s bottomless pocket.

				Also long gone — SkoogAir.

				It was 11:07 A.M. when the Duty Officer joined the gabfest and Lou noticed he wasn’t carrying their gem tins. “Yo Mack, we gotta problem?”

				The D.O. flipped the empty Dunkin box. “Yeah we got a problem, you greedy sons of monkeys ate all the donuts.”

				“Not what I had in mind,” said Lou. “You still see Frank and me here, right.”

				The D.O. nodded. “So?”

				“So we don’t got our friggin’ tins.”

				The blank look on the D.O.’s face spoke volumes. “I gave them to Jude,” he said consulting his watch. “Forty minutes ago.”

				Lou looked at Frank. “She didn’t come this way, so where’s my tins?”

				“There’s no other way out, except — ” The D.O. turned toward the tarmac. “Oh, crap!”

				“Holy Mother of God,” said Lou. “Frank, get to the van and hit the panic button.”

				Then the shit hit the fan.

				11:10 A.M.

	
Chapter Fourteen

				T.W. smiled broadly as the Bonanza droned on. It was the smile of a man who’d spent twenty years of slogging his guts out for pennies and was finally about to make the dollars he’d always expected. His SkoogAir service came down from Portland to JFK every morning and whether or not he picked up more cargo, his flight plan took him on to Philadelphia, Baltimore and Washington. Today, however, after take-off from JFK, he would make his pass over the Teterboro beacon in New Jersey, and begin his flight to Paradise.

				“You strapped in?” he called to Jude.

				“Yeah why, are we going through turbulence?”

				“You better believe it.” T.W. was at the beacon when he squawked a ‘mayday’. Then he put the Bonanza’s nose down, dropped his wing, and rolled the aircraft into a spiral dive. “Hang on,” he yelled. “We’re going down.”

				“What the fuck!” screamed Jude.

				Poor cow, T.W. thought. She doesn’t know the half of what’s to come. And as he calmly watched the altimeter spin down toward five hundred feet, he flipped off the transponder.

				With the fear of God in her, Jude wedged her knees tight against the seat in front of her. For a scant moment, she prayed to any gods that would listen, promising eternal devotion should they deliver her from the mess in which she found herself. But as terror froze her body in a numbing paralysis, her mind was surprisingly clear. She knew the Bonanza didn’t fly as high as a commercial jet, and they’d hit the ground quickly. She put a death grip on the armrests, closed her eyes, and counted down to impact.

				As she mouthed ‘zero’ she was thrown back into her seat with such pressure she thought her back would break. Then she felt the aircraft level off.

				Jude slowly opened one eye, patted the seat in front, and looked down at her wiggling feet. Then, she laughed. She was still thinking, breathing and sweating. T.W. had done it. The old buzzard had pulled them from the brink. She unfolded herself from the position in which she’d braced, rubbed her arms and legs to restore the circulation, and leaned toward the window. A blinding flash accompanied the aircraft breaking land, and now it appeared they were flying at a frighteningly low altitude, over the ocean.

				Jude’s sense of relief was short-lived. She’d never liked flying in small aircraft, and since she’d been involved in a near drowning incident as a child, liked the ocean even less. Now the combination of a small aircraft flying low over the ocean, rekindled fears she thought were under control.

				T.W. looked straight ahead at the vast expanse of ocean he had to navigate, and flipped the switch to integrate the auxiliary fuel tanks. Then, cranking up the power, he headed on a direct course to Bermuda. Having used low-level flight to transport dubious commodities of particularly high value, in the past, T.W. knew the authorities couldn’t see him on their radar. And after his mayday, with no transponder active, their natural assumption would be that he’d crashed shortly after crossing the Teterboro beacon. With luck, by the time they made a cursory examination of the area and determined he’d not succumbed to an untimely demise, the Bonanza would be well on its way to the rendezvous point. There he’d hand over the gem tins, and be transported to the Bahamian Island of Great Abaco, along with his second million dollars.

				• • •

				Flying over a seemingly endless expanse of open water made Jude nervous, and after what felt like several hours, she still didn’t know where they were going. Moving forward, she entered the cockpit, where the large front windows displayed water, for more miles than she cared to see. T.W. was engrossed in his instruments, and Jude was not sure whether she should disturb him. However, feeling it was about time she knew what was going on, she tapped him on the shoulder. Her surprise approach caused him to jump half out of his seat, and feeling mildly vindicated that he had in some small way received the same kind of shock he’d given her, Jude smiled.

				“So where are we going?” she yelled above the engine noise.

				“Doesn’t really matter for you.”

				“Excuse me?” she said, leaning forward to hear him better.

				Smiling pleasantly, T.W. pulled a pistol from his seat pocket, twisted in his seat, and shot her once in the chest.

				Jude’s body recoiled back into the cabin, oozing dark red blood, and as she focused on the blood — her blood — she felt remarkably calm. The droning whine of the Bonanza’s engines sounded like a bizarre heavenly chorus. It brought her a strange kind of peace; until all the bad things from her life flashed vividly in her mind.

				• • •

				After pocketing his gun, T.W. nonchalantly returned to his instruments, and it was some time before he spotted a large sport-fishing vessel ahead, silver white and painfully small on the vast expanse of blue. As he drew closer, the tiny metal island, with purple upper decks and familiar company helicopter, was the haven he’d been looking for.

				Buzzing the vessel, he tipped the Bonanza’s wings and ‘yee-ha-ed’ silently as a guy with a flare gun waved. T.W. flew on and then came about in a wide circle, waiting for the recognition signal.

				When a bright light flashed by him and exploded into a million dollars of happy lights, he smiled, re-set his instruments, and engaged the Bonanza’s autopilot.

				T.W. had practiced in the local pool, as it had been many years since his Pensacola training had him bailing out of an aircraft into an actual ocean. But, as he knew from experience, fear and doubt were the jumper killers. The major key to parachuting into the ocean was mental preparation. And he was one hundred percent ready to glide into the ocean with the gem tins, and tread water until he was picked up. He was doubly confident of his success, knowing that unlike his last testosterone-fueled Marine equipped jump, today he’d be wearing a specially constructed life jacket, and an H2O parachute designed by BASE jumpers for water landings.

				Hurrying to the aft locker, where the gear was stowed, T.W.’s practiced hands secured the straps on the bulky life jacket. Then, he cinched himself loosely into the chute, leaving room to secure the gem tins in the jacket’s pockets. To his annoyance, when he made his way back to the area in which Jude had been sitting, the gem tins were gone. Assuming the aircraft’s sharp descent had caused them to slide to the front of the cabin, he moved forward. He cursed upon discovering that when he’d shot Jude, she’d fallen onto some of the unrestrained tins. Now he had to waste time wrestling her out of the way.

				Bending to shift her considerable bulk, T.W. wondered how much more aggravation he’d have to take. Then a vision of Great Abaco’s golden beaches put everything into perspective. A broad smile crept across his face as he shoved Jude roughly aside. And while his life jacket had six pockets to accommodate the expected number of gem tins, there, as if an apology for the inconveniences he’d suffered, lay eight. The unexpected bonus was just what was needed to spur him on, and breaking open two of the tins; he poured the contents into his flight suit’s zippered pockets. He then loaded the remaining tins into the life jacket’s pockets and cinched his parachute tight. Feeling like an ad for Michelin tires, he turned back to the aircraft’s controls.

				Sweat streamed down T.W.’s face as he perched astride his seat and made adjustments to climb high enough for his jump into the recovery area around the fishing vessel. And after waiting a few seconds for the instruments to kick in, he waddled into the cabin, to pop the rear door.

				By the time he saw Jude’s hand, wielding a box-cutter, it was too late.

				T.W. watched helplessly as blood seeped through the fabric of his flight suit. Had the cut been direct to his groin, he knew he’d have bled to death in seconds. As it was, Jude had connected with one of his diamond-filled thigh pockets. Now part of his secret stash rained down upon her.

				“Fucking bitch!” he spat, looking down into Jude’s glassy albeit defiant eyes. “Now you’ve really pissed me off.”

				Clutching at the growing patch of red, T.W. vigorously attempted to free his leg from Jude’s grasp. But she had a death grip on his pants leg. He attempted to haul her across the cabin. Her grip held fast. He wrestled the dead weight of her body as best he could, until he feared the autopilot might disengage. Then he braced his upper body against the seats, and kicked her full force in the head. He watched in silence as his diamonds turned to rubies in a bloody pool on the floor.

				Jude let out an ominous throat rattle and her hand dropped.

				Dragging his bleeding leg across her, T.W. limped to the first aid kit. He was searching for something to make a tourniquet, as the last thing he wanted was to have a bloody leg dangling in open water. After frantically emptying the emergency locker, he couldn’t find what he needed. He improvised using a cargo line. Cursing like a longshoreman, he lashed the rope tightly around his thigh, and the bleeding stopped. Then, after dousing his leg with the emergency locker’s iodine, he limped to the door.

				As T.W. put his fist through the “emergency open” casing, a piercing shriek assaulted his ears. He snapped down the lever, and anxiously waited as the explosive release engaged, to propel the detached door backwards. And as he watched the door spiral into oblivion, he looked down. He could no longer see the fishing vessel beneath. The delaying tussle with Jude had clearly taken him beyond the rendezvous circle. But there was no time for adjustments. As the wind-rush froze his face, and a Hail Mary escaped his lips, the wounded pilot launched himself into space and tumbled after the door.

				The first few seconds of airtime were more than normally disorienting. However, as he told himself that loss of blood was the cause, he cleared the aircraft slipstream and positioned for free fall. Frigid air buffeted his spread-eagle descent, painfully chafing his flight suit against his leg’s open wound. Nevertheless, he gritted his teeth and focused on his impending reward.

				When his chute opened at seven-hundred-and-fifty feet, he looked down and saw the extreme cold of altitude had conveniently fused the flight-suit fabric to his leg. And as he floated silently down, T.W. smiled. There is a God after all.

				Looking back at his beloved Bonanza on a heading for a watery grave; a pang of regret bit deep. The old gal had been a good and faithful companion, and he would miss her. But before any tears were shed for his old friend, he saw the fishing vessel streaming fast to his position.

				With a bum leg, T.W. knew a heavy impact on the water might do some serious damage. So reviewing the landing routine in his mind, he decided to lean back a few degrees before touchdown, and apply the brakes a few feet above water. He’d release his chute away from his body before it dragged him about, and as the life jacket automatically activated on contact with water; there was no chance he would sink.

				The water approached faster than T.W. remembered giving him a niggling doubt about his abilities. Then he reminded himself that in his youth, he was an accomplished parachutist. Jumping was just like riding a bike; you never forget. He continued to shake, because while it was true he’d completed hundreds of jumps over land, he couldn’t deny, his dozen or so jumps into the ocean had bothered him.

				As the pilot fought to keep his nerves in check, he attempted to maneuver his H2O closer to the oncoming vessel, and in doing so experienced a snag in one of the risers. He countered using delicate persuasion, and got it to cooperate, but rather than risk additional drift away from the oncoming vessel he made a large circle to its rear. If necessary, he wanted to establish a swimming distance he thought manageable. As T.W. counted down, he leaned back, applied the brakes a couple of feet above the waves, and snapped the H2O’s release. The chute careened behind him on the stiffening ocean breeze.

				The pilot hit the water bottom heavy. But as soon as the jacket touched water, it burst to life and buoyed him high. Thanking his own version of God, T.W. spread his arms and waited for his rescuers.

				Bobbing powerless in the growing waves, T.W. couldn’t stop focusing on the amount of time the boat was taking to get to him. It seemed a lot longer than he’d anticipated, although a glance at his watch told him it was only eight minutes. So, beginning with ‘Mary had a little lamb,’ he diverted his mind from the increasing dread he felt. For a while, the simple rhyme calmed him, nevertheless, his thoughts kept returning to the last time he was in a rolling ocean. He was much younger then, with rescuers closer, in a controlled jump, and he didn’t have a shark-bait leg to ponder.

				Looking again at his watch, twelve minutes had passed. And as salt water mingled with the sweat pouring from his body, he knew only one thing prompted real fear in those adrift on the ocean. For him, now, it wasn’t the water. He had a good life jacket, which boosted him high atop the growing swell. He was perfectly safe. It wasn’t being alone; he was in his rescuer’s sights. They were heading directly for him. It wasn’t his leg. It had become numb, and with no way to ease the tourniquet, he may already have done more damage than he anticipated. That was fixable. It was the specter of a predator.

				Deep cerebral fear poured from him, and ignoring his injury, T.W. kicked his legs as hard as he could in an attempt to swim to the oncoming vessel. He tried but failed. The jacket held him fast. He simply succeeded in lifting himself higher atop the waves. But just as his fear morphed to panic, he saw his rescuers but yards away. Flooded with relief, T.W. churned out ‘Mary had a little lamb’ again, and resigned himself to a few seconds of patience.

				Then he felt a jolt.

				Like someone had run into him with a shopping cart.

				It didn’t hurt.

				But it was freaking annoying.

				Then he saw blood.

				Lots of blood.

				T.W. knew that the merciless denizens of the deep smelled blood from miles away, and could move faster below the water than most anything above. He had to do something to help himself. Cursing himself for not checking his makeshift tourniquet, he reached down. There was nothing there. Not just the rope, there was nothing. No leg, nothing. And the primeval dread he previously felt exploded into a frenzy of terror. He had to move. Get away. He frantically flailed, and only succeeded in further spreading his blood. He thrashed at the waves. But his super-inflated jacket rendered him armless.

				Then the shopping cart hit again.

				This time, the warm feeling permeating T.W.’s body caused an inner calm he’d never felt before. When the third hit came, the ocean ran crimson, and he couldn’t understand why he was still alive. Feeling no pain, and remarkably at peace, his mind drifted to a happier place, and as he waited for the inevitable blackness, something tugged at his jacket. Opening is eyes, he could see the rescue pole attached to his shoulder strap, and thinking he’d dozed off amid some horrific dream, he reached for the gloved hand above him.

				As hand grabbed fingers, and fingers met wrist, T.W. smiled. But the face of the man above was grim. And in the reflection of his sunglasses, T.W. saw the huge Mako shark leap out of the water.

	
Chapter Fifteen

				When the phone rang, Emily expected it was Joe, saying he was delayed in rush hour traffic.

				“Good morning, Miss Emily,” said Bothers, a haunted quality in his voice.

				“Brothers, hi, what’s up?”

				A palpable silence followed. “Miss Emily, I’m sorry to call you so early, did Joe arrive yet?”

				“No, I thought you were him, he, it … you know what I mean. You don’t sound right, old friend, what’s going on?”

				“Er, yes — I know what you mean. And, er, you are correct, things are most definitely not right. Miss Emily, I am so sorry, but I have some dreadful news.”

				Emily could imagine only one piece of news that would render the capable and businesslike Brothers, at a loss for words. “Has something happened to Bill?”

				“Yes, miss, I was hoping Joe would be there by now. I didn’t want you to be alone.”

				“Be alone? What happened?”

				“It is my sad duty to inform you, Mr. Bailey has suffered a massive heart attack.”

				“Where is he,” said Emily, blind-sided but remarkably calm. “Joe can take me directly there.”

				“Er … no, Miss … he’s gone.”

				“Gone … gone where?” In her heart she knew, and prepared for her world to come crashing down.

				“Miss Emily we are all so very sorry. Mr. Bailey died at 4:12 A.M.”

				Emily dropped the receiver and slumped in a chair. She heard Brothers shouting to pick up the phone, but all she wanted was to be left alone. Mind numb, and struggling to comprehend what had happened, she became aware of a knocking on the door. She opened it to find Joe.

				When Joe enfolded her protectively in his arms, she couldn’t hold back tears. He was saying something, and she knew she was supposed to go somewhere with him, but she couldn’t get her thoughts in order. Her mind flew back to the night her grandmother said her parents were dead. She felt the same void, the mind numbing disbelief, and this time it was Bill. She had lost another piece of herself.

				As Joe stroked her hair, Emily could hear the steady beating of his heart, and his words, whatever they were, calmed her. She let him lead her to a chair, and staring blankly through tears, her heart was brutalized by the finality of it all. She was in a state of paralysis as she watched Joe gather what she’d packed. She could see him coming and going, but it didn’t register what he was doing. She could hear him speak; though his words made no sense. And when he lifted her from the chair, and said he was taking her home, she dropped her head on his shoulder, and let him carry her out.
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