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Once in a while a special person enters your life whom you want to acknowledge. For me, John Stephens is that special person. Thank you, John, for all you do for me.


F. M.









Prologue






Samantha Rainford, just hours away from her thirtieth birthday and forty-eight hours away from being served with divorce papers, looked around the tiny apartment she’d lived in for the last five years. It was tiny but cozy and comfortable. For the most part, all she did was sleep here. Every piece of furniture had been chosen with care. Every knickknack meaningful. Even the plants had been chosen with regard to light and temperature. Translated it meant she was a home-and-hearth kind of gal. So much so that her husband of three weeks had just served divorce papers on her.


Sometimes life was a bitch.


Sam took another look around the tiny apartment. She’d sold off the furniture, the knickknacks, and even her luscious plants to the new tenant who was moving in tomorrow, at which point she would move into the condo she’d been in the process of buying when she’d been caught up in a whirlwind romance with Douglas Cosmo Rainford, III.


Samantha gathered up her coat, her purse, and the carry-on that contained what she referred to as her “life,” and made her way through the living room to the front door, where her bags waited for her. She shoved them one by one out into the hallway. The manager would have them in the garage waiting to be loaded into her BMW by the time she took the elevator to the garage. Then she would take them to her new condo a mile away in Alexandria, Virginia. The condo was a spacious, two-bedroom, two-bath, up-and-down condo that she’d furnished in two days’ time. It even had a fireplace, the main reason she’d bought the condo in the first place. The fireplace was part of her nesting home-and-hearth personality. The kitchen had new appliances and ample counter space. She could hardly wait to cook her first dinner and mess up the place. Best of all, she had an unlisted telephone number that she’d given out to only a select few, including her closest friend Sara, otherwise known as Slick, who was a super, glossy, high-fashion model, her employer, and, of course, the bank where she had her checking and savings accounts. In addition to those accounts, she had several CDs that she’d taken out with her modest inheritance from her grandmother years before and all the savings bonds she’d gotten as gifts during her lifetime. She was definitely solvent.


An hour later Sam was lugging her bags into her new home. The minute the bags were in her spacious living room, she locked the door and danced around the room, clapping her hands in glee. It was all hers. No one could cross the threshold unless she invited them in. All hers. She started to cry then because it wasn’t supposed to happen like this. She was supposed to start her new life with her new husband, not alone in a condo just three weeks after her honeymoon.


She swiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt as she looked at her watch through tear-filled eyes. She had one hour till her appointment with Douglas’s attorney. What that was all about, she had no clue. The call had come in yesterday, just an hour after she’d been served with divorce papers, inviting her to the offices of Prizzi, Prizzi, Prizzi, and Prizzi.


She thought about blowing off the Prizzi law firm but decided to keep the appointment so that when she returned to her new nest, her past would be just that, her past. Her lawyer could handle the divorce, and she would simply move on. She needed time to grieve, to cry and sob, to stomp her feet and get down and ugly. The honeymoon must have been some kind of test that she failed. How crazy was that?


The honeymoon was everything a honeymoon was supposed to be. She’d loved every minute on the exotic island. Loved the togetherness, loved making love on the beach under the stars. Loved hearing her new husband whisper sweet words of undying love in her ears. She had every right to expect that she would return home and have a normal marriage. Instead, she’d returned home to be served with divorce papers. Even a stupid person could figure out the divorce papers had to have been drawn up and filed while they were still on their honeymoon.


Sam looked around for her purse and car keys. The little mirror by the front door showed her that her eyes were red and puffy. As if she cared. Minutes later she was on her way.


As she maneuvered the BMW up and down the streets, she wondered what this particular summons was all about. Something to sign undoubtedly. She’d called an attorney who was a client of the accounting firm where she worked to represent her, but he’d been out of the office taking a deposition. His secretary said she would have him return her call later in the day.


She was on K Street with two blocks to go. She found a vacant spot, parked, buttoned her coat against the cold wind, and moved toward the entrance to the building that housed the Prizzi law firm. She signed in, showed her ID, and headed for the elevator that would take her to the eighteenth floor.


The law firm was one of the most prestigious firms in the DC area, befitting Douglas Rainford, III, who liked to say he measured everything in life by dollar signs and beauty. “I have an appointment with Mr. Prizzi. Is it one, two, three, or four? Prizzi I mean,” Sam asked.


The receptionist looked up at Sam with a blank expression before she looked down at her appointment book. “Which one?” Sam prompted as she looked around the shiny, marble lobby with the expensive furniture and luscious green plants. She looked down at her watch. “I’m in a hurry,” she said coolly.


“Isn’t everyone?” the receptionist responded just as coolly.


“Yes, but I’ll leave if Mr. Prizzi doesn’t see me in the next…three minutes,” Sam said, her eyes glued to her watch. What am I doing here? I never should have come. My lawyer can handle things.


The phone console buzzed. The receptionist listened attentively. She hung up the phone, and said, “Mr. Prizzi will see you now. Go through the door on the right. Mr. Prizzi’s office is the third door on the right.”


Sam unbuttoned her coat as she walked through the open door and down the hall. She took a second to look at the nameplate on the door. Emmett Prizzi. The worm. Number Four in the pecking order of Prizzi brothers. Smallest office off the long hallway, one tiny window, no secretary. It could only mean one thing, Emmett Prizzi was the runt of the litter. She felt insulted.


Emmett Prizzi was a smallish man, thin and wiry. He wore large, thick glasses that magnified his eyes and seemed to engulf his thin face. He didn’t bother putting his jacket on, nor did he bother to stand up to greet her. A worm. She felt more insulted. Without waiting to be asked, she sat down across from his desk. She felt bold and aggressive. She also felt wounded and sad, but this worm didn’t need to know that. She wished she’d put on some makeup. “I don’t have much time, Mr. Prizzi, so let’s get right to the point.” That’s when she saw the folder on his desk. Even though it was upside down, she knew it was the prenuptial agreement she’d signed before she married Douglas. She waited.


The attorney was just about to speak when a knock sounded on the door and it opened almost immediately. A secretary handed over a sheaf of papers, which the attorney ignored.


Emmett Prizzi shuffled the papers in a folder that had her name on the flap. Sam saw a blue check work its way out of the folder. The lawyer picked it up and waved it around, then wet his lips as he tried to decide what he was going to say. Sam lost her patience. “Yes?”


The lawyer took a deep breath. “Your husband said I was to give you this check and to tell you he’s sorry things didn’t work out. The check is for five thousand dollars as per the prenuptial agreement. As you know, if you and Douglas had remained married after the five years stipulated, you were to get ten million dollars. Since that isn’t going to happen, this is your payoff.” He slid the check across the desk. Sam looked down at the blue check and wanted to cry. Five thousand dollars for a three-week honeymoon. The man she’d married, the man she’d thought she loved, certainly moved at the speed of light. She made no move to pick it up because she was too busy fighting the tears that threatened to roll down her cheeks. She leaned back in the leather chair and forced a laugh that sounded hysterical to her own ears.


“I don’t find this a laughing matter, Mrs. Rainford,” the worm squeaked. Another paper slid across the desk. “All you have to do is sign the release, and the check is yours.”


Sam laughed again as she stood up. She started to fasten her coat. All she could think about was the new cozy condo she was going to return to. She was going to cook a wonderful dinner, build a fire, and settle in with a good book. She didn’t know if that would be before or after she cried her eyes out.


“I don’t want it. I don’t need it. Is there anything else, Mr. Prizzi?”


“You have to take it,” the lawyer sputtered.


“No. No, I don’t have to take it. I’m not signing anything either. From here on in, you can talk to my attorney.”


The lawyer snorted. “That’s what the second Mrs. Rainford said. It didn’t get her very far.”


The second Mrs. Rainford. Surely she’d heard wrong. She shrugged. “Ask me if I care.”


“That’s exactly what the third Mrs. Rainford said. In the end she did care.”


The third Mrs. Rainford. That had to mean she was the fourth Mrs. Rainford. She had to get out of here immediately so she could think about what she’d just heard. She was almost to the door, the lawyer following her, when she turned, and said, “What did the first Mrs. Rainford say?”


Prizzi started to sputter again. “She said she didn’t give a good rat’s ass what her husband wanted, and she would take him to the cleaners. Of course, that didn’t happen.”


Sam opened the door and sailed through. Douglas had had three other wives he hadn’t seen fit to tell her about. Prizzi caught up with her at the elevator. Up close and personal, he still looked like a skinny worm. He reached out to touch her arm. Sam jerked away. “You have to sign the paper or you don’t get the check, Mrs. Rainford. The bank in the lobby is giving a free blender if you open a new account,” he said.


Sam pierced him with one scathing look before she stepped into the elevator. “I have a blender, Mr. Prizzi. Tell Mr. Rainford he can just kiss my ass.”


Hysterical laughter bubbled out of Sam’s mouth as she rode the elevator to the first floor of the office building. She dabbed at her eyes, not caring if anyone saw her or not.


Three ex-wives. Three!


Forty-five minutes later, just as Sam was fitting her key into the lock of her new home, her cell phone rang. She clicked it on, jiggling her shoulder bag and the key. “Slick! Wait, wait, I can barely hear you. Let me get inside. What’s wrong, you sound terrible. Then again, you’re half a world away. You’re not half a world away? You’re at Reagan National? Of course you can come here. Wait, I’m not in the old apartment. I moved into my new condo today. You have the address. You’re crying, Slick. Get a cab, and I’ll have the coffee on.”


Sam shrugged out of her coat and hung it in the closet. Her best friend in the whole world was coming to visit, and she was crying. Slick never cried. Never. Ever. Crying made the eyes puff, something no model could allow to happen. Something must have happened in her love life, and she was coming home to lick her wounds. They’d curl up by the fire and cry together, then talk it to death. At least with Slick here, she wouldn’t have to think about Douglas and his three ex-wives and getting dumped the day after her honeymoon.


In her bedroom, which was painted a delicate peach color, Sam shed her business suit and pulled on a navy sweat suit and heavy wool socks. She turned up the heat as she made her way to the kitchen to prepare her first dinner in her new abode. Stew and homemade bread. Perfect for a cold, blustery November day.


Don’t think, don’t think, she cautioned herself as she dredged the meat in flour, then browned it. In minutes she had the vegetables chopped and the stew set to simmer. The bread machine took an additional few minutes. She was proud of her pantry and stocked refrigerator and freezer. Don’t think about Douglas and the three wives that came before you. Don’t think, period.


All the dinner preparations had been taken care of with an economy of motion, the way Sam did everything. The oven was on, but it hadn’t yet reached the temperature required to bake the frozen blueberry pie compliments of Mrs. Smith. While she waited, she made her first pot of coffee in her new coffeepot. It was a bright cherry red machine.


Done. Sam smacked her hands together. Three wives and I never had a clue. Don’t think about it. It’s over and done with. Think about Slick and whatever her problem is.


This was the perfect warm, cozy place for Slick and herself to lick their wounds. Sam looked around the kitchen. She’d taken pains with it, hanging ferns and settling potted plants in colorful clay pots in the corners of the counters. The maple table and chairs by the bow window were inviting, allowing for a full view of the garden outside. It looked barren now, but in the spring and summer it would be beautiful. She did love the color red, and all the accent pieces in the cozy kitchen reflected that love. She couldn’t wait to have her morning coffee and frozen bagel right here in the morning.


Sam slid the blueberry pie into the oven, set the timer, and moved on to the living room, where she built a fire. Douglas was divorcing her after a three-week whirlwind courtship, a justice-of-the-peace wedding, and a three-week honeymoon. What did that say about her? What were the three Rainford wives that came before her like? Why did Douglas divorce them? More to the point, why did he marry me? she wondered.


Sam stared into the fire, looking for the answers to her questions, finding nothing that would satisfy her. She turned around, savoring the tantalizing smells wafting in from the kitchen. There was nothing like the smell of baking bread to remind her of the times she spent at her grandmother’s when she was a little girl. Thursday was always bread-baking day. Of course her grandmother hadn’t had a bread machine. She did it the old-fashioned way. Everything Grandma had done, she’d done the old-fashioned way. She’d hung clothes on the line outdoors, ironed her sheets and pillowcases. She’d stretched her curtains on a contraption that was a killer on the fingers. She’d canned vegetables, made her own root beer, and kept a fully stocked root cellar. She was gone now, having died, Sam thought, of a broken heart soon after Grandpa had died after a long illness.


One of these days she was going to return to Pennsylvania, and the old house with the big front porch that her grandmother had left to her. But not yet. She simply wasn’t ready to bear those old ghosts. She paid the nominal taxes every year, paid the neighbors to mow the lawn in the summer and shovel the snow in the winter.


Sam almost jumped out of her skin when the doorbell rang. It was a five-note chime. She ran to the door and threw it open. “Slick!”


“Oh, Sam! Thanks for letting me come here. God, it’s cold out here!” Sam stepped aside for the taxi driver to carry in Slick’s bags.


“Oh, it smells sooooo good. And that fire is great. Can I sleep in front of it? Let’s have a sleepover the way we used to do in college.” Slick gave Sam a quick hug, then wiped the tears from her eyes. “They fired me, Sam. Sheer Delight fired me! They replaced me with a nineteen-year-old girl whose legs go all the way up to her neck. She’s Scandinavian and weighs ninety-three pounds. Just like that they fired me! Do you believe that? I was so upset I packed up when the shoot was over and for two months I ate my way across Europe. I put on eighteen pounds. What do you think of that!” She burst into tears, not caring if her eyes got puffy or red. “My whole life is over!”


Sam waited until Slick paid the driver, then led her over to the deep comfortable sofa in front of the fire. “What I think is you look wonderful! You don’t look like a plank of wood. Your bones aren’t showing. You look healthy, Slick. Your life is not over, it’s just beginning. I’ll get us some coffee. Then we’ll talk.”


“Four sugars and cream,” Slick said.


“What happened to black coffee?”


“I left black coffee with the Scandinavian. By the way, her name is Grette.” Slick started to cry again.


It was midnight when Slick finally asked the question Sam dreaded. “What are you going to do now, Sam?”


“I’m going to work for the FBI after all. I was going to sign on, but then I met Douglas, and everything changed. They gave me ninety days to make up my mind. They’ve been actively recruiting for the past few months. Want to join up?”


“Hell, yes. It’s got to be better than strutting down a runway throwing my hips and pelvis out of joint.”


“Then we’ll sign you up tomorrow,” Sam said.











Chapter 1






Eight Months Later


Special Agent Jim Yakum approached Sam on her way back to the room she shared with Slick. “Hold on, Rainford.”


Sam turned, a feeling of dread settling over her. She stopped in midstride and waited, knowing full well what was coming. She bit down on her lower lip, her hands clenched into tight fists at her side. She wanted to cry, she really did. No one out of her class of thirty-two had worked harder, struggled more, and now here was Special Agent Yakum to tell her it had all been in vain. She was a washout. A wannabe FBI agent. She would never be called a fibbie. The bottom line was she couldn’t cut it.


The FBI agent shuffled his feet, looking over her head, then around the hall to make sure they weren’t overheard. “Look, Rainford, I just wanted to give you a heads-up. There’s no other way to say this other than to say it. You didn’t make it. I’m sorry.” Sam knew they weren’t just words. Yakum was sorry. Special Agent Yakum was one of the good guys. At least in her eyes.


God, she wanted to cry so bad, to stamp her feet and just pitch a fit. She knew she couldn’t do any of those things. She squared her shoulders and struggled for a sickly smile. “I know.” She absolutely refused to ask if she was the only one who didn’t make it.


The agent shrugged. “It was your lack of upper body strength, Rainford. If it’s any consolation to you, Hawkins didn’t make it either.” Hawkins was a six-foot-two, 180-pound hunk of a guy who was so good-looking he made your eyes water. The agent continued, “Nine others, not including you and Hawkins washed out. A total of a eleven washouts for this class.”


Sam turned and started down the hall. Yakum was still with her. “I guess that means you want me to leave now.”


“That’s your call, Rainford. I can walk you out to your car and that way you can avoid any…”


“Embarrassment? You’re thinking I’d rather slink out than walk out with my head up, is that it? Maybe the others will slink out, but I’ll go out the way I came in. I’ll walk out on my own, thank you very much,” Sam said, a catch in her throat. The hot tears were pricking her eyelids. She had to get to the room she shared with Slick. She wondered if Slick made it. She almost asked but knew the words would come out all garbled. Big girls didn’t cry. Especially big girls who wanted to be FBI agents.


They were at the door to her room. A hateful room, with stainless-steel this and stainless-steel that. She had one suitcase to pack. Ten minutes tops. She turned to the agent and said, “Thanks for the heads-up. I know you didn’t have to do that.”


“You worked hard, Rainford. Sometimes life just isn’t fair. Good luck.” Yakum held out a big, beefy paw. Sam shook his hand. “See ya around.”


“Yeah, see ya around,” Sam responded. Like she was ever going to see this big galoot anywhere.


Sam opened the door to see Slick sitting on her bunk, her packed bag at her feet. “What took you so long?”


“Yakum gave me the bad news. You washed out, too! I thought…”


Slick wiggled her fingers. “Not strong enough for rapid fire on an Uzi. I heard Hawkins washed out. Now that’s a mind-bender right there. C’mon, Sam, pack up and let’s head for Flip’s. I could use a drink. If you cry, I’ll smack you, Sam. Accept it, we weren’t good enough. I can live with that, and so can you. We can cry in our beer at Flip’s. Not here. Wait, wait, wait! I have an idea.” She ran to the closet and yanked out a scarlet spandex dress and tossed it to Sam. She had her own suitcase open within seconds. Five minutes later, she’d shed her jeans and donned skimpy thong underwear and a black push-up bra. “We’re going out of here in style, baby, and I don’t want to hear another word! That means makeup and hair-style. Fifteen minutes and we’re both runway material. Now, goddamn it, Sam, move!”


Sam moved.


Fifteen minutes later both women looked at their reflections in the stainless-steel mirrors fastened to the closet doors. Sam gasped. “We look like sluts!”


Slick waved her hand airily. “There are sluts, and there are sluts!”


In spite of herself, Sam laughed. “Should we call down to have someone take our bags?”


Slick took a second appraising look at herself in the mirror. Satisfied, she turned to Sam. “I say we leave the damn bags. I don’t want any reminders of this place, and I don’t think you do either. Take the makeup, though. Now, aren’t you glad I insisted we bring these outfits? The first rule in modeling is always be prepared.”


“Oh, yeah,” Sam drawled. “I hope I don’t kill myself in these three-inch heels. The first thing I’m going to do is take a gardeniascented bubble bath when I get home to get the stink of this place off me. Are we really leaving our bags?”


“Yeah, let them paw through our cotton underwear and have wet dreams while they’re doing it. Is the bath before or after Flip’s?”


“After.”


Slick’s hand was on the doorknob. The time was four-thirty in the afternoon. Within seconds the hall would be full of agents and their classmates. Slick cupped her hands under her breasts, gave a little push, tugged the spandex down over her ass, and marched out to the hall. She turned to Sam, and hissed, “Strut, baby! I showed you how to do it, now make me proud of you. Head back, and push out that pelvis. Don’t look at anyone and follow me.”


Catcalls, whistles, and lewd comments followed them down the hall and out to the main concourse. A group of Marine officers stopped in their tracks, giving Sam and Slick stunned looks and raised eyebrows. Slick slowed, twirled her beaded purse before she wagged her finger under the officers’ noses. Sam winked, and said, “Your loss, boys!”


The wannabes sailed through the door unaware of the surveillance cameras aimed at them. The women high-fived each other as they walked toward the parking lot and Sam’s car.


“Last chance, home or Flip’s?” Slick asked.


“Flip’s. You drive, Slick. I want to make some calls. I think we should have a party at Flip’s.”


“Oooh, I like the way that sounds. Who are we inviting?”


“The first, second, and third Mrs. Rainford! My divorce was finalized yesterday. I think it’s time to compare notes. I used the FBI data bank to get their numbers, and I have full profiles on them. Hell, I even tried to do one on my ex. You won’t believe what I found out about that guy. He doesn’t exist. What do you think of that?”


Slick’s jaw dropped. “You married someone who doesn’t exist! How can that be? If you found the other…ah…wives, why can’t you find him? Did you get copies of the marriage licenses? You must have done something wrong, Sam. The FBI had files on everyone, and I do mean everyone.” She nibbled on a nail before she said, “What are you going to do?”


“Well, his identity is so secret that it can only be accessed by those with top secret security clearance. I’ll figure out some way to find out who Douglas Rainford really is. That’s a project for tomorrow.”


Slick slipped the car into gear. “Shouldn’t we…you know, do something…say something, you know, meaningful as we depart? Maybe something profound. How about a single-digit salute?”


“We made our statement in these outfits, Slick. You wanna yell, Semper Fi or something like that to all those gung ho Marines out there, go for it! The gardenia bubble bath can wait. Head for Flip’s.”


Slick lowered her window, her left hand hanging out while she steered with her right hand. The minute they roared through the gates, Quantico behind them, she offered up her single-digit salute. The cameraman off in the distance caught the salute in midair with his zoom lens. Women always had such interesting conversations. He laughed as he imagined the look on his superior’s face when he showed him the pictures and let him listen to the audio-tapes.


 


Flip’s was your regulation DC bar, with lots of mahogany and polished brass. By five forty-five the bar would be full of politicos, Pentagon workers, secretaries, and Hill staffers, most, if not all, on the make. Happy hour was from six to seven, and Flip turned out a good table, meaning wings, chips, salsa, and pizza rolls. Friday nights were a madhouse; it was when Flip served all-you-can-eat shrimp. Free, of course. The place hummed and bustled, and if you were lucky enough to get a table, you hung on to it for the night. Unless, of course, you got lucky and headed home for an early evening with a member of the opposite sex. On more than one occasion, the occupants of the table took a gratuity of twenty or so bucks from someone waiting for a table, enough to pay for the drinks before departing. It was DC, the land of power brokers and spin artists.


“These shoes are killing me,” Sam said as she moved through the revolving door. They were early enough that a table was available in the rear of the room, far enough away from the brass-and-mahogany bar that a person could actually hear what his or her companion was saying. The bar tables were high enough and round enough that five stools could fit comfortably. Each woman slid onto a stool, then looked at each other before they burst out laughing.


The man who was tailing the two women was Poke Donovan. His real name was Peter but he’d been christened Poke a lifetime ago because he always carried a poke in his back, a canvas bag with the tools of his trade. He settled himself at the far end of the bar, the end closest to them. He ordered a Heineken he intended to nurse for a while as he settled down to wait. He found himself a little chagrined that the two women hadn’t noticed him following them. So much for the FBI surveillance course they’d taken.


Poke eyed the red-hot wings Flip’s was known for. Certain his quarry wasn’t going anywhere, he walked over to the buffet and loaded up a plate that he carried back to his seat at the bar. The women were drinking margaritas by the pitcher. Before he dived into the wings, he pulled out his Blackberry and clicked it on. Two messages from the boss. Check in. Details please. His own return emails were just as succinct. On target. Too soon for details. He settled back to devour the wings.


He saw the first, the second, and the third Mrs. Rainford walk past the section of the bar where he was sitting. Lookers, all three of them. Definitely on a par with the two at the bar table. A miniature listening device in his ear enabled him to eat and listen to the conversation among the five women.


“Kayla Rainford. The first Mrs. Rainford,” the redhead said, offering her hand to Slick and Sam.


“Olivia Rainford. The second Mrs. Rainford,” the blonde said. She shook hands all around.


“Zoe Rainford. The third Mrs. Rainford,” a black-haired woman with eyes just as dark said.


“I’m the fourth Mrs. Rainford. Call me Sam. My divorce was finalized yesterday,” Sam said. “Please, sit down. Have a drink. This little party is on me.”


The women looked at Slick. “I’m Sara, but my friends call me Slick, and I don’t belong to your little club. I’m just a friend of Sam’s.” She poured from the pitcher and signaled the waitress for another.


Sam eyed the beautiful women and wondered what in the world had possessed her to initiate this meeting. Maybe it was washing out of the FBI. Maybe it was the signed divorce papers. Maybe she just wanted to know how the three women had gone on with their lives after Douglas divorced them. Maybe a lot of things.


“We need to make a toast,” Slick said. “I say we make it to new beginnings and to womanhood.”


The women raised their glasses and drained them. Slick poured again.


And they’re on their way, the man at the bar thought. He headed back to the buffet and filled his plate again. He was back on his barstool as the women started to explain their relationships with Douglas Rainford, III.


“I guess I’ll start, since I was the first. At least I think I was the first,” Kayla said. “Douglas used to come to see me dance. I’m an exotic dancer.” Sam raised her eyebrows. “Okay, I’m a belly dancer. I have muscles in my stomach that are like steel. My real job is working as an architect. I just dance three nights a week. I make more money dancing than I do at my real job. Douglas swept me off my feet,” she said, with a dreamy look in her eyes. “His money dazzled me, I admit it. The honeymoon was fantastic. He divorced me three weeks after the honeymoon. I walked away with five grand. One of the Prizzis called me into the office and served the papers on me right there. I have to tell you, it was a hell of a honeymoon. I had stars in my eyes the whole time. And the bait of the ten million down the road didn’t hurt either. That’s my story.”


“Mine is pretty much the same,” Olivia began. “Three weeks after the honeymoon, he gave me my walking papers courtesy of the Prizzi law firm. I didn’t see it coming either. I took my five thousand dollars and walked off into the night. I have to agree with Kayla, the honeymoon was out of this world. Nothing ever measured up to it. I can’t deny he was a hell of a lover.”


“I don’t have anything to add to that,” Zoe continued. “My own experience was identical. I think Mr. Douglas Rainford, III, is a honeymoon junkie. It’s obvious now that Douglas is not husband material. I blew my five grand in one day. I don’t even remember what I spent it on.” Zoe’s voice turned dreamy-sounding, her eyes glazing over. “I guess I more or less feel like you all do, but I have to tell you, I have one outstanding, mind-blowing memory I will never forget.”


The others looked at Zoe, their eyes angry at what they didn’t know. “Share,” they said in unison.


“Well, the second-to-the-last day of our honeymoon, we took a walk around the resort, which by the way was so private you could run around naked and no one would see you. It started to rain. It was a warm rain. Douglas kissed me and one thing led to another and then we were on the ground making love on a bed of gardenia petals. Buck naked, I might add. There were gardenia bushes all around us. The scent was so heady. I never wanted the moment to end, and Douglas didn’t either. He picked a gardenia and stuck it between my breasts. It was a perfect gardenia. He said I was just as perfect as the flower. I…ah…still have it. The gardenia, I mean. Douglas said he would love me forever and ever. I said the same thing. He smiled and kissed me. It was all just so perfect.


“Then the son of a bitch divorced me. End of my story. What about you, Samantha?” Zoe asked.


“My deal was pretty much the same. I got dumped after the honeymoon. I didn’t take the five thousand, though. He broke my heart.”


Olivia’s dark eyes glowed as she leaned across the table. “There’s four of us here. Between us, we should be able to come up with a plan to get our ten million bucks. I think we all earned it.”


Slick refilled their glasses.


“I’m sure we can find some sleazy lawyer who can file a class action suit. Too bad there’s only four of us.”


“Not true,” Sam said. She leaned across the table and explained what she’d found out by using the FBI database. “There are four more besides us. I didn’t have time to run checks on them, though.”


Slick gasped, her eyes wild at Sam’s declaration.


“Four more!” the women exclaimed in unison.


“Damn. I planned on putting that ten million dollars in my pension fund,” Zoe said. “He has to pay for breaking my heart.”


“Lawyers get most of it, you know. I know that because I’m a bean counter, and I crunch numbers. You know what, ladies, it’s doable.” Sam couldn’t believe she was saying what she was saying.


Slick whistled between her teeth to be heard over the decibel level in the bar. She waggled the empty pitcher. A fresh one was brought almost immediately. She poured generously, slopping over the tabletop. No one seemed to mind as they raised their glasses in yet another toast.


The conversation turned to lawyers and who knew whom. The man at the bar listened in awe as Douglas Rainford, III’s, future and financial demise were discussed. His gut told him they would prevail. His face turned hot as the conversation grew raunchier and more off-color. He started to pity Douglas Rainford, III.


It was ten o’clock when Poke heard Sam Rainford call a car service after she invited all the women back to her condo to spend the night so that they could further plot and scheme. He couldn’t help but wonder if any of them would remember anything in the morning. They’d consumed six pitchers of margaritas. The bartender looked at him pointedly, so he ordered another Heineken.


Surely they would make a stop at the ladies’ room on their way out. Or, they’d go one by one. He needed to contract his boss for further instruction. He yanked his Blackberry out of his jacket pocket. Another message. Check in. He did. His message was simple. They’re sloshed. Scratch original plan. Have better one.


He almost missed Sam when she tottered toward the bathroom. He slapped bills down on the bar and followed her. He stepped out of the way to allow Slick to enter the restroom behind Sam. He leaned against the wall and waited. He argued with himself about approaching them or waiting till morning. Before he could make up his mind, Sam and Slick exited the restroom, their spike-heeled shoes in hand. He was about to speak to them when the first, second, and third Rainford wives appeared out of nowhere.


His chance to speak to Sam and Slick evaporated. He walked to the door and left the bar. Morning would be time enough.


Outside, Poke stood to the side out of the rain that had started to fall. The night was warm, perfect July weather. He watched as the five women piled into the Lincoln Town Car. All of them were carrying their shoes and laughing as they tumbled over one another. Just to be sure the women made no other stops along the way, he followed them home at a discreet distance.


He hated sleeping in his car, but his boss would kill him if he allowed the two women to get away from him. They were wily enough to pull a fast one. For all he knew, they had been on to him the whole time. He’d learned a long time ago never, under any circumstances, to underestimate a woman and her capabilities.


He didn’t settle down for the long night until he was certain the women were inside and the lights went out. Only then did he sigh with relief. He pulled out his Blackberry and typed in a message. I’m on top of it. Stay tuned.


Poke was an expert at sleeping with one eye open. He was an expert at so many things that sometimes he surprised himself. A sound he hadn’t heard in years jerked him upright. He looked down at the glowing numerals on his watch. Five o’clock. The sound he heard was a milkman banging his metal crates. This was a new one on him. He thought everybody bought their milk in supermarkets or Quick Checks, which just proved that in his line of business you learned something new every day.


This was the part of his job he hated. Waking up, having to go to the bathroom, wrinkled clothes, a scummy mouth, and stubble on his face. He turned on the car engine and headed for the nearest Mobil station, a few blocks away. He felt certain nothing was going to happen while he was gone. It wasn’t even light out yet.


Poke Donovan looked like an overripe pumpkin, round body, skinny neck, and narrow head. He also had a photographic memory and a mind like a steel trap. He wore glasses he didn’t need. He thought the glasses made him look benevolent, but in reality they made him look even scarier than he did without them.


Poke longed for a shower. It was how he liked to start his day. Steaming hot, then freezing cold, followed by a cup of freshly ground coffee. Not one cup but three. It was his morning ritual. Except on occasions such as this one.


Ten minutes to revitalize himself, and he was back at Sam Rainford’s condo. It was just starting to get light out. The milkman was gone. At the end of the cul-de-sac, a man in a jogging suit ran with a golden retriever. The streetlights were still on, casting everything in gray-and-lavender shadows. Poke got out of the car, reached in for his briefcase, then locked the door. The man with the dog was watching him. Maybe they had a Neighborhood Watch or something. He waved airily as he made his way toward Sam’s condo. He had a lockpick in his hand, but with the neighbor watching him, he was wary of using it. He pretended to ring the bell as his chubby fingers worked the pick. Two seconds later the lock clicked, and he was inside.


Poke knew where everything was. He’d been there earlier to get the layout should he ever have to come inside without being invited. He took a minute to look around before he headed for the second floor and the bedroom that belonged to Sam Rainford. He made no sound as he climbed the stairs. He waited in the narrow hallway for a few seconds to see if anyone was moving. The only thing he could hear was the sound of the golden retriever barking in the cul-de-sac outside.


Back downstairs, Poke walked the kitchen, his gaze taking in everything. It took him five minutes to find the coffee and fill the pot with water and grounds. They would have to drink it black with sugar unless Sam had powdered milk. The refrigerator held nothing but bottled water, a bottle of wine, three bottles of beer, and two shriveled-up apples that were about to disintegrate.


Minutes later, he was back on the second floor checking the other rooms to see where the other women were sleeping. They were going to figure in his plans, too. Faint dawnlight was creeping through the shutters in Sam’s bedroom. He tiptoed over to Sam’s bed, aware that he was stepping on the scarlet spandex dress she had worn the evening before. It looked like she was wearing green plaid pajamas. He leaned over and cupped his hand against her mouth. She jerked and started to thrash about on the bed. “Shhh, I’m not here to hurt you. I just want you to come down to the kitchen to talk to me. I already made coffee. If you scream or make a sound, I will hurt you. Blink your eyes twice to show me you understand what I just said.” Sam blinked twice, her eyes full of terror. “Good. I’m here to offer you and Slick jobs. Like I said, I don’t want to hurt you. Relax, and I will show you something.” Poke stepped back and turned, just far enough so that Sam could see the gun in his shoulder holster. With his free hand he pulled out a small leather folder and whisked it open. A gold shield glowed. A second later it was back in his breast pocket.


It was getting lighter out, and the bedroom wasn’t so dim and dark. “I’m going to take my hand off your mouth. If you make one sound, I will hurt you. Blink if you understand.” Sam blinked. “Good. Now, I want you to get up, go into Slick’s room, and bring her here. Be very careful what you say. The three of us will go downstairs, have some coffee, and I’ll tell you why I’m here. Now, move! I’ve never been known for my patience.”


Her heart thundering in her chest, her mind racing, Sam bolted to the room next door, where she shook Slick’s shoulder. She whispered in her ear before she backed out of the room. The pumpkin man backed up and headed down the steps, Sam right behind him. Outside, the golden retriever was howling.


In the cozy kitchen, Poke motioned for Sam to sit, then did the same thing when Slick walked in, her hair standing on end. She was dressed in a knee-length sleep shirt that said SWEET DREAMS on the front.


Poke poured coffee. The women eyed him warily, their hands cupped around their respective mugs.


“Believe it or not, ladies, I’m here to make your day!”











Chapter Two






Poke drained the coffee in his cup before he spoke to his wary audience. “I’m Poke Donovan and I’m here to make you both an offer of employment with a very select organization. You were both chosen because you washed out of the FBI Academy. We monitored you for the entire sixteen weeks you were at the Academy. We feel you were shortchanged, hence the offer. Should you wish to join us, you will sign a contract for four years. The first year will consist of training where you will unlearn everything you think you learned at the Academy. You will be trained by professionals, professionals unlike the instructors at the Academy. After your year of training, you will, as a team, conduct missions. Should you wash out, you will return to this life with a sizable bonus for your time. The salary for your training year is fifty-five thousand. You will earn every penny of it.”


“What’s the name of the organization you represent?” Sam asked carefully.


“All in good time. This is not a good time.” Poke opened his backpack and withdrew two folders. He handed one to Slick and one to Sam. He watched their outraged expressions as they flipped through the pages.


“How…how did you…get our records from the FBI?” Slick demanded as she slammed the folder shut.


Instead of answering her, Poke reached into his backpack again and pulled out the photographs he’d taken yesterday. Both women gasped. It was Sam who said, “How did you get onto the Marine base to take these shots?”


Poke shrugged.


“Let me see that badge you showed me upstairs,” Sam said defiantly.


“All in good time. I need your answer now. I’m prepared to give you ten days to wind up your affairs, at which point you will be taken to your new place of employment.”


“This is way too vague for me,” Slick said. “I need more details. What exactly will we be doing? What kind of training are you talking about? Are we going to be agents of the government? Why do we have to unlearn what we were taught at the Academy?”


“You were given pussycat training at the Academy. As I said, you will be retrained by professionals. As in professional mercenaries, professional assassins,” Poke said, stretching the truth a bit. “You will do what you’re told to do with no questions asked. You’re going to be trained to be mercenaries, vigilantes if you prefer. For the good guys. Our organization is on no one’s radar screen, government or otherwise. In fact, we don’t exist. You as individuals will also cease to exist. That means you have to give up your plan to bring a class action suit against your ex-husband, Mrs. Rainford. You will have to sell this condominium, your car, close out your bank accounts. You will leave no trail that can be followed.”


Sam’s mind raced. “No. I can’t give up this place. It’s my home. I haven’t even had a chance to enjoy it yet. My car is new. I’ll never get back what I paid for it. If we close out our bank accounts, where do we put our funds? Fifty-five thousand a year isn’t exactly a fortune. I can make that much during tax season and take the other eight months off. No.”


Slick looked at the pumpkin, and said, “I’m with her.” She got up to pour herself another cup of coffee. She added coffee to Sam’s cup but ignored him.


Poke turned around, looked at the empty pot, then cleaned it out, added fresh water and grounds. He stared at both women with unblinking intensity. Sam moved uneasily on her chair. Slick looked up at the silk plant hanging over the kitchen sink.


“So, you’re content being FBI washouts and wannabes. You’re willing to accept the Academy’s decision that you aren’t fit material to be FBI agents.”


“I don’t think that’s a fair summary,” Sam mumbled.


“I agree with Sam,” Slick said. “We didn’t cut it, it’s that simple. Where will we be going for the year in question if we agree to your proposition?”


“A place that’s not on any map. That’s all I’m at liberty to tell you at this point. This is your chance to do something meaningful for your country. To redeem yourselves. To be true Americans.” Donovan’s voice rang like a politician’s on the eve of an election.


Slick sipped at her coffee. It was almost cold. “How big is the training class?” she asked.


“Six,” Poke said.


“Six?” Sam queried. “Who are the other four? Yeah, yeah, you aren’t at liberty to tell us that either. Do you just snatch FBI rejects, or are you open to recruiting other people?”


“Normally, we go with the rejects from the Academy. Because…because the men and women who apply to the FBI want to make a difference in law enforcement. Recruiting off the street for the most part didn’t work. But we never closed that door. If promising potential recruits come along, we don’t turn them away. I’m not going to try and fool you. It’s dangerous work, and you could get killed. You have to decide if being a good American is worth all that I’m telling you.” His voice still sounded like a politician’s. Sam knew if there was a baby nearby, he would have kissed it for effect.


Slick gnawed at a hangnail on her thumb. “Do we get a gun and a shield?” she asked inanely. “They said I had weak fingers.”


“Of course you get a gun and a shield, but not till your training is completed. This is not a Mickey Mouse operation, Slick.”


Sam knew she was waffling. “What if it doesn’t work out? I won’t have a place to come back to. I don’t like that part of your proposal.”


“We can make arrangements. We always try to work with our trainees if we feel they have potential. All your questions will be answered when we arrive at our destination. We haven’t had anyone wimp out if that’s your next question.” Poke filled his coffee cup. He picked up the portable phone and walked to the doorway. “This might be a good time for you two ladies to discuss my proposal. I can give you ten minutes, then I have to leave. I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you the decision you make today will be life-altering. Keep that in mind, ladies. And don’t forget for one minute that you will be doing your country an immense service.”


“Oh, God!” Sam said, the minute the door to the dining room door closed behind Donovan. “What should we do, Slick? Do you think this is one of those covert operation organizations? The kind the agents at the Academy whispered about. An organization that doesn’t exist, that isn’t on anyone’s radar screen. Now, that’s pretty scary if you want my opinion. How the hell did he get those pictures and our records? Not to mention he’s been here before, in this house. He made us coffee in my very own house, and he was in my bedroom for God’s sake. This is freaking me out, Slick.”


“Ten days to wrap up our lives. That’s what he said. I liked that six-person training class. Four of them and two of us. That’s the part that doesn’t appeal to me. How about if we even up the odds and ask him to take on the three Rainford wives. Assuming they would want to do something like this. Personally, I think they’ll jump at the chance. You can tell they all work out. They looked in damn good shape to me. What do you think, Sam?”


“Look, let’s not kid ourselves. This invitation is a way for us to prove maybe, just maybe, we can cut it. I for one am never going to forget our exit from the Academy. We left there knowing we weren’t good enough. We washed out. No matter how you look at it, those we left behind at the Academy are now referring to us as wannabes. If what this guy is saying is true, I think we owe it to ourselves to give it a chance. If we’re lucky, we might ace the training. I’m damn well sick and tired of being a failure. As for the others, they look to me like they’re ripe for an adventure. And they are in excellent shape. Donovan said it’s better that the others weren’t trained by the FBI like we were. I guess it means they’ll be easier to mold and shape into what his organization wants.”


I guess it’s a go then?”


Sam grimaced. “A belly dancer, a cartoon artist, and a female plumber as secret agents. Who would have thought the plumbing business was a six-figure-income job,” she added as an afterthought.


Slick leaned across the table. She dropped her voice to a low whisper. “I don’t know about you, Sam, but I’m thinking our lives are going to be…to be different if we don’t agree to this. As in maybe dead. I think I might make a good mercenary. For the good guys of course. Let’s do it, Sam. If we don’t like the training program, it’s just a year out of our lives. It will be something to tell our grandchildren. And like the man said, we’ll be doing something great for America in the bargain.”


Sam looked at her best friend. Today Slick was nothing like she’d been when she’d gone off to Europe on her last modeling job. The gauntness was gone, her skin had a healthy glow to it. She’d put on twenty pounds, and she looked good. She even slouched, something she’d never done in the past. She was in such good shape, not just physically but mentally as well, that it was mind-boggling. If a supermodel aced the physical training the Academy demanded, why couldn’t the three Rainford wives do the same thing? Maybe it wasn’t such a cockamamie idea after all.


A washout, a wannabe. Did she want to go through the rest of her life with those tags hanging over her head? No, she did not. She also didn’t want to go through the rest of her life being known as a number cruncher or a bean counter. But did she want to tell her children and her grandchildren she’d been a mercenary. But that’s okay, kiddies, I did it for the good guys. I was just being a good American.


“If we go along with this and actually start to lead that secret life, we’ll never meet anyone, never get married and have kids. We’ll be old maids. We’ll be like that ship with no home port. You know what I’m talking about, the one that sailed day and night and could never claim a home. We have to think about that, Slick. There won’t be any children or grandchildren to tell our story to.”


Slick ran her fingers through her hair. “I love this kitchen, Sam. It’s easy to see you put a lot of work and thought into it. I know you’d miss it terribly, and we’d be crazy if we agreed to do this, but I still think we should. The guy said no one has wimped out. Maybe we aren’t the rejects the FBI said we were. Maybe he’s right, and we were trained wrong. Maybe, just maybe, some of those agents teaching us were right and the FBI doesn’t really want women agents. I bet they have a secret quota just to keep it all on the up and up. And we both know those sensitivity classes sucked. Remember that second class where one of the guys pinched your ass after the class was over. They had no respect for women. None at all.”


“All right, all right, you talked me into it,” Sam said. “I have such a headache. I don’t know when I ever drank as much as I drank last night. Never, that’s when. Should we go talk to him or what? He said ten minutes. Are the ten minutes up yet?”


“I wasn’t looking at the clock, Sam. Let’s just sit here and wait. Do female plumbers really make six figures a year?”


“Zoe said she did. She said she wears these cute little outfits with lots of skin showing. Picture someone like that unclogging your kitchen drain? She probably has helpers to do the dirty work. Like some man.”


“I never thought of that. Yeah, a man to do the unclogging, and all she does is show up to collect the bill. She has a French manicure for whatever that’s worth. But if she does earn that much, why would she give it up to make half that amount?”


Sam shrugged. “Maybe like us, she has something to prove and she wants to serve her country,” she said, her eyes wild at the thought of what she was committing herself to.


 


Upstairs, the other three Rainford wives sat huddled in a nest of blankets and comforters. They looked up at the round man, their eyes full of awe, shock, and disbelief at what he was suggesting.


“Let me make sure I have this straight. You’re offering the three of us jobs that pay fifty-five thousand dollars a year. We’ll be good Americans if we take you up on your offer. We get a gun to shoot the bad guys. We’re going to live somewhere for a whole year and train to become mercenaries. We’re going to a place you can’t pinpoint for us right now because it isn’t on any map. You want us to work for an organization that is so secret, no one knows about it. After said training, we receive a bonus and owe you four years of work. Three, actually, since the training year is subtracted. It’s a dangerous job, and our lives could be put in jeopardy. For all intents and purposes we will drop off the face of the earth. In other words, the minute we agree, we cease to be who we are. Right?” the belly dancer asked.


Poke Donovan smiled. “That about sums it up, Mrs. Rainford.”


Kayla showed her pearly whites. “Okay, count me in.” She sounded like she was agreeing to go to the grocery store for a friend. “But,” she said cheerily, “I think you need to sweeten this deal a tad.” She looked around at the others to see their heads bobbing in agreement.


Donovan clenched his teeth. “My superiors do not negotiate.”


“Well then, I guess you should be on your way,” Olivia said.


“All right, all right, I’ll listen. What exactly would sweeten the deal?”


“More money,” Zoe said. “Like exactly what I was earning in the private sector.”


“Six-hundred-thread-count sheets and Egyptian cotton towels. I personally like pink ones,” Olivia said.


“My CD collection,” Kayla said.


Sam shrugged. “All of the above.”


“Wait here. I have to make a phone call.”


The women high-fived one another.


Donovan returned and shook his head. “Absolutely not.”


“Yeah, well, let me show you to the door, Mister Donovan,” Sam said, pushing the pumpkin toward the door.


“Okay, okay. My superior said we can meet your demands.”


“You weasel!” Sam screeched. “Why didn’t you just okay it when we told you what we wanted.”


“There are procedures. Chain of command. I do not have authority to authorize such silliness. I was just doing my job. So, do we have a deal or not?”


The women nodded. Donovan held out his hand. The women ignored him.


“Well then, ladies, that finishes our business. Get dressed and meet me downstairs. I’ll have coffee ready for you,” Donovan said generously.


Outside the bedroom Poke palmed his Blackberry and typed in a short message. All five cats are in the cradle. He hummed under his breath as he made his way downstairs. He headed straight for the coffeepot. As it was empty, he made himself at home and prepared a fresh pot.


Poke congratulated himself on the deal he’d just made. Little did the women know he had been authorized to give them whatever they wanted, no matter how outrageous their demands.


At this point whenever he was making a deal he always made a bet with himself. Would the recruits ace the year on the mountain or wouldn’t they? He bet yes. These five women were unlike any he had recruited to date. Yes, they would make it. He felt proud of himself.


“Nothing like making yourself at home,” Sam sniped as she entered the kitchen.


“I’m not a male chauvinist, Mrs. Rainford. I never expect a woman to wait on me. Whatever I can do myself, I do.”


Sam looked at the round man over the rim of her coffee cup.


“You all made a very wise decision.” He nodded at the four other women who filed into the kitchen.


The kitchen table wasn’t big enough for all six of them to sit comfortably. Sam and Slick moved over to the window seat that overlooked a summer garden full of colorful flowers. They waited while Donovan poured coffee for the women. Then they waited while he took his sweet time gathering official-looking contracts from his backpack.


When Donovan handed Sam the contract, she read it word for word, then read it a second time. Satisfied that she was indeed signing her life away, she held out her hand for the pen Donovan held toward her. She scribbled her name. Slick was next, followed by the belly dancer. The plumber and the cartoonist followed suit.


Donovan stacked the contracts neatly before he shoved them into the backpack. He offered up a jaunty salute, thanked them for the coffee, and headed for the door. Then he stopped. “You are not to discuss anything that transpired in this house today. Someone from the organization will be in touch. You’ll all be receiving daily overnight packets. Do exactly what they say and things will work out smoothly. You have ten days to get your lives settled. You can expect a special overnight package with the final details on the ninth day. It’s been a pleasure talking with all of you. Good-bye.”


“Wait a minute. What about mail forwarding?” Slick asked.


“That goes under the heading of taking care of things. That’s another way of saying you won’t be receiving any mail where you will be residing.” And without another word, Poke Donovan left the condo.


The five women stared at one another. No one seemed willing to break the silence.


Sam played with the collar of her pajama top. “I’m sorry I can’t offer you breakfast. I can call us a cab, and we can go to Mulligan’s. We all have to pick up our cars anyway. We also need to talk. What do you say?” Sam said.


The first three Rainford wives agreed. Sam and Slick sprinted upstairs, where they brushed their teeth and donned jeans and T-shirts. They were back downstairs in less than fifteen minutes.


“I called the taxi company. The cab’s waiting. I think we should go to Flip’s first so we can all pick up our cars. We can meet up at Mulligan’s afterward. Is that okay with everyone?” Olivia asked.


It was.


The women piled into the cab. Sam hadn’t bothered to lock her front door. What was the point?


 


Mulligan’s was a local breakfast and lunch establishment that had been on the corner of Lotus and Sizemore Streets forever. Some people referred to it as a cafe. Others just called it Mulligan’s. It opened at five in the morning and closed promptly at two thirty in the afternoon. The elder Mulligans made fresh bread daily. Mrs. Mulligan made her own strawberry-peach preserves, which the establishment was known for. They were known for other things, too, like the fresh eggs that were brought in daily from the farm in McLean where the Mulligans lived. Their milk and cream, which also was from the farm, was so fresh that the cream was yellow and sweet, the perfect complement to the fresh-ground coffee. The line for take-out coffee and cinnamon rolls had its own cash register. Most days the line of people waiting for a table, even on rainy, snowy days, circled around the block.


Sam was stunned when they all piled into the restaurant and were ushered to a table capable of seating five people. Then she looked at her watch. The rush hour was over.


A huge stainless-steel pot of coffee and a crystal pitcher of fresh orange juice were brought almost immediately to the table.


The women gave their orders to the young waitress, whose name tag said she was a Mulligan, Carol. They ordered the same thing all around, two eggs, extra crisp bacon, and a platter of the thick, Texas-style toast with fresh butter. A round bowl of the strawberry-peach jam followed. From past experience, Sam knew the bowl would be empty when they were done eating.
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