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Prologne

Hiz hand reached for hers inside the dark car.
She'd almost forgotten how soft lus touch
could be. She decided it wag okay tor him to be
doing thig, and rettuned the pressure he was
exerting. She wasn't sure if the tremor she telt
was coming from him or herselt. In the back of
the unmarked four-by-four, behind the grate
that was open in the cargo hold, the K-9
wlhined sofily.

"It doesn't feel right.” Tom Madsen whispered.
He jerked lis head in the direction of the K-9.
"Gustav 1# picking up on it, too." He tiuned to
check the dog's bulletproot vest one last time.

Agnes Jade, Aggie to her fiiends. nodded. "Are
vou thinking this 18 a setup?" she whispered.

"That's exactly what I'm thinking."



"Pippy,” Aggie continued in a  wlisper,
referring to her snitch, "has never steered us
wrong before.”

"There's a fust time for evervthing. Pip goes
for the bucks. It's not smelfing right either.”

"We're sitting m a dark alley. Ton. Derelicts
urmate i alleys. There's rotting garbage
everywhere, plus the sewer gas and a hundred
other smells. Five more nunutes and we're out
of here. Agreed?”" She could feel him nod.

Tom was saved firom a reply when he felt the K-
O's paw on luz shoulder. Someone had just
entered the alley on foot. Alone or with
company? He didn't know.

Aggie heard it, too. "How many?" she
wlhispered.

"It's too dark to see. I'm tlunking three, mavbe



two." The K-9's paw pressed hard on Tom's
shoulder. He was ready to go.

"Wait till they get past the car.” They both knew
the drill, so did the K-9.

Tom half turmed and placed two fingers agamst
Aggie's cheek.

"Easy. baby. easy." Aggie said softly but still
loud enough tor the K-9 to hear. Gun m hand,
safety off. the automatic door opener in her
other hand so Gustav could lut the @round
running the second Tom gave the order to go.
Tom was her eves and m charge of the
headlights. In the past they'd worked together
like sillk and satin. Right now it telt more like
burlap and tine linen. She wasn't worried at all.
They had a job to do. and they'd do it together,
just the way they always did.

A chill ran up Tom Madsen's back as he leaped



from the car, shouting, "Freeze! Police!" At the
same moment, he fiubled blindly to twn on
the high beams to illuminate the area. and still
hold the car door in tront of hum as a shield.

It all happened just the way it was supposed to
happen. The element of swprise, the headlights
trapping the two dark figures m their glare.
"Atlanta PD." Tom shouted. His voice carried
down the long alleyway.

He felt the breeze Gustav kicked up on lus
cheek when he streaked past hin.

Aggie inched the door open. doing a tuck and
roll, and then slid under the four-by-four to
scramble up behind her partner. "Hit the sround
and put your hands on your head. I want to see
you eating the dut.” Aggie shouted. Tom was
right. Something was wrong. Her shoulders
itched. but her @ip on the weapon in her hand
was steady. The light from the headlights was



blinding. She'd been expecting normal
headlights not the ligh beams. Tom's first
mistake.

Gustav heard it before she did. and streaked out
of the light mto darkness. "Three o'clock, Tom.
We got it." Aggie called out, meaning she and
Gustav knew that the perps were only a quarter
turn away and would act on it.

Tom whirled around and vanked at the two
men's arms, £0 he could handcuft them. But
before he could secure the cutfs, he scrabbled
to get to the four-by-tour so he could douse the
blinding lights, while Agoie covered lus six
from Dbehind hum. The next minute was an
eternity as automatic weapons' fire shattered
the ¢quiet might. Hig neck exploded m paim. then
both hig legs went out from under lum. He
heard Gustav velp i pam just as Aggie
screamed.



Again and again.

And there was notlung he could do.



Chapter One
Six Months Later

Detective Aones Jade was so tense she felt
brittle. ff these people don't get out of here,
I'm going to shatter into a milfion pieces, she
thought. She did her best to tune out the
conversation. She thought she heard someone
say something about awardinz her a medal at
some ceremony. That would be the day.

Agaie looked up to see the officer fiom
Internal Affans she'd been dealing with staring
at her. Go dahead, stare, vou bastard, see if I
care. For six months he'd hounded her until she
thought she was going to lose what little mind
she had left. And now he was forced to hear
one ot her colleagues say not only was she
reinstated on the force, all charges dropped. but
they were going to @ive her a damn medal
the bargamn. She wished she cared enough to



interpret his expression. She didn't.

She could see her gun and badee on the desk
waiting to be claimed. No one was saving
where she'd be assigmed. which probably meant
a desk job. Weii, vour cemt afl just kiss ny buit,
For one wild moment she thought she'd voiced
the thought aloud. She hadn't.

"Ninety days' leave with full pay, Officer Jade,"
the police comnussioner said.

Acgie nodded as the police photographer did
his best to position her, the mayor. and the
conmussioner, and still get both of her walking
canes i the picture. The canes were for effect.
She really didn't need them anymore. Well,
hardly ever. They wanted her to snule and sav
something. Her tired bramn struggled tor the
words. She wanted to talk about Tom. Mayvbe
she should pick up the gun and badge. Would
that satisty the photogapher? Like she cared.



They were waiting for something mmportant to
pass her lips. You wat fmportentt, vou
bastards. 'l give vou importamt,

Acgie looked directly imto the camera.
"Where's my dog?”

Taken by surprise, the little group of dignitaries
stared at her. It was the mavor who responded
first. "The K-9 15 at the pound. and he's being
taken care of. We tried to put hum back to work
when he recovered. but he retused to
cooperate. He wouldn't obey lus handler. You
can pick lum up anytime vyou're ready,
Detective Jade."

Acggie digested the information. Gustav
uncooperative. Never. He was safe and sound,
and that was all she cared about. She had to
simile now and say what they wanted so she
could get out of there.



At best it was a sickly smile. The words were
just words. She was glad to be reinstated, glad
her six month medical ordeal was over., and
glad that she'd been given a clean bill of health.
She didn't care to aswer (uestions about
Detective Madsen at this tune. She had plenty
to say about him, but that could come later.

Outside the mavor's office her friend Alex
Rossiter waited for her. He tapped his hom
lightly. Once, a long time ago. she'd had a
serious crush on Alex. The only problem was,
Alex had been engaged to a model who looked
good on his arm. Untortunately tor her, Alex's
relationship ended affer she became mvolved
with Tom Madsen. She'd been there for Alex
because that's what friends were tor. something
Tom never understood. Alex had been there tor
her, too, during those homrendous weeks when
they didn't know 1if she would live or die.

She knew he was there even when she'd slip



into her black hole. He'd squeeze her hand and
say. "C'mon. Aggie, fight. We have things to do
and places to go."

It had been his mantra for six long months.
When she finally climbed all the way out of her
black hole, he'd switched up to a new mantra
the therapy room which wag "Show me what
you're made of. You can do it!" He was better
than any of the physical therapists. He'd been so
bossy, o sure of hunself and lus capabilities,
he'd managed., szomehovw, to schedule her
therapy when his last class was over. Dr. Alex
Rossiter was the head of the engmeering
department at Georgia Tech.

Aggie looked at lum now as he stepped out of
the car in the dak, gray momimg He was
wearing jeans that fit lum like a glove, Nikes,
and an old tee shirt that said he was a member
of some fratemity. He was tall. lean, and
muscular, with a shock of dark brown hair that



was so tuuly he tended to wear a baseball cap
to smash hig han agamst his head. The one he
was wearing today said. Atlanta Braves. He had
remarkable pearl gray eves and a maguticent
siile.

She wondered how she looked to lum. She'd
lost a lot of weight these last six months. When
they'd weighed her betore discharging her fiom
the hogpital, the murse had wagged her finger.
and said, "Eat a gallon of ice cream every day.”
Of course it was a joke. Her hawr just lmng
about her face. She needed a good hawrcut,
sone conditioning treatments, and maybe a hair
color touch-up. She'd seen gray hairs vesterday.
She'd been tempted to pull them out but knew
two more would sprout m their place. In the
end, it was just easier to look away fiom the
mirror. It was better not to think about the sack
dress she was wearing.

He hugeed her. Tt felt good. "I want to pick up



Gus. Will you take me to the pound?”

Alex held the door for her. made sure she was
confortable and belted in betore he tossed her
two canes mnto the backseat of the Pathtinder.
He nodded.

Settled behind the wheel. he looked over at
Agaie. "T swear to God, Aggie. I did everything
but tn niyself’ mside out to get Gus. The
department said he was police property and
wouldn't release lum. I went every single day to
see lun. T lknow, I know. you bought and paid
for him vourself, but they wouldn't let me into
your house to get his papers. That danmmn crime
scene vellow tape is still across vour door. I
don't get it. your house wasn't a crune scene.
As late as vesterday afterncon, I tried to get
them to remove the tape so I could send niy
cleaning lady there to spruce up the place. No
dice. You work for a bunch of assholes, Aggie.”



It was tiue. She leaned her head back.
"Cleaning up the place will give me something
to do. I'm olzay. I can do stutt like that now."

"Maybe tomorow but not today. Don't arcue.
We're taking Gus to niy place and I am going to
cook vou a big spaghetti dinner and I'm malking
a stealk for Gus. I bought him some new toys
and a bunch of dog treats. He really likes me."”

"[ bet he does,” Aggie said..."] hope he
remembers me. Six months is a long time for
him not to see me. I thought he would feel I
abandoned him."

Alex threw back his head and laughed.
Alex's laugh was one of the things she liked
best about him. It was always genuine, and lis

eyes crinkled up at the comers.

"T don't think you have a thing to worty about.



That first day, after he was on the mend. and
they let me wvigit him. T took him an old
sweatshut of yours that you left at my place
one time when we went ruming together. I
tried to get it away from him to wash it, but he
wasn't parting with it."”

'"No kidding! Thanks. Alex."

"What are friends for?" He reached across the
conzole to pat her shoulder. "It really 1s going
to be all nght. Agoie. Okay, we're here. He
knows you're here. Listen."”

Aggie closed her eves and listened. She could
pick lug bark out from a thousand different
dogs. She langhed then, her tace lighting with
jov. She would have hopped out of the tiuck
and run through the gates, but she was a bit
slow these dayvs. She had to take it easy for a
little wlile. Shattered fenmus, shoulders, and
aut wounds healed, but she was still fiagile.



Kevlar vests didn't protect those parts of the
anatony.

And then she saw Gus m his cage. She started
to cry. The big dog whined and tried to scale
the cage., only to slip and tall down. She opened
the latch and dropped to her knees. The
shepherd lathered her with kisses, his big paws
on her shoulders. Then he was m her lap and
hneging her with his big paws.

Alex watched in awe. In lus life he'd never seen
siich devotion. He smiled. She was whispering
something to the dog. and he appeared to be
listening, az 1iff he understood the familiar
words. He stramed to hear what Aggie was
SAVING.

"He is vour [fiiend, vour partner, vour
defender, vour dog.

"Yoti're his fife, his love, his feader.



"He will be vours, faithfid and true, to the last
beat of his hecirt,

“You owe it to him to be wortin of such
devotion.

"God. T nussed you. Gus. From now on, you
are not leaving my side. Ever. The dog
burrowed deeper into her lap, happy at last.

Cicero's words. Alex knuckled his eves. "If you
hold lum any tighter, you're gomg to squeeze
the life out of him. Aggie.” His voice was s0
husky, sounded so guft. he had a hard time
believing it was his 0w

Aggie loosened her fierce hold on the big dog.
"Are you sure he's all healed and has no
problems?"”

"The surgeon told me he's good to co. He's as
healed as you are, Aggie. I think now, that



you're both together. it's going to be even
better. It's a good thing you bought lum that
bulletproof vest. His legs are healed. lis tail 1s
two inches shorter, but he's as healthy as ever.”

"How much do I owe you for the operation,
Alex?"

"We can tallkk about that later. Right now I just
want to get my favorite person and my tavorite
dog home. Let's go."”

"C'ome on. boy, we're going home. " Home was
a small three-bedroom house on Peachtree that
she'd bought eight vears earlier. It had a front
porch and a tenced-in vard. In the sprng and
sununer she filled the porch and the yard with
flowers. At Christmas-time she always bouglt
two Christmas trees, a balled tree that could be
planted in the spring, which she decorated on
the tront porch, and a second one tor her living
room. It was a cozy house, small and



comfortable. She'd furnished it slowly. buying
a piece at a tume, agonizing for weeks until she
was certam 1t was just the rieht piece, and
always paving cash because she hated seeing
bills arrive mn her mailbox.

Aggie gave the dog a quick lme "Actually,
weTre gomg home tomorrow. Today we're
gome with Alex to his house. Okay. let's go.”

Tears continued to drip down Aggie's face as
she watched the big shepherd sprint to the far
end of his cage to retun with her tattered
sweatshirt. "Do you want that other stutl in the
cormer?” The dog looked at her as if to say. why
would I want that junk? His cropped tail
swished mportantly as he waited for her to
fasten hig leash. He lmgeed her legs as they
made thew way out to Alex's Pathfinder.

"T'm goimg to sit in the back with him, Alex."



Alex listened, a smile on lus face. to the soft
nuumurings coming from the backseat as he
drove to Buckhead. where he lived m a big old
house with wonderful shade trees  and
woodbumme  fireplaces. He'd eutted and
refinbished the house sunumers and holidays
when he was oft from school. He'd done a lot
but still had the second floor to go. It was the
kind ot house that begged for a bunch of kids
and a couple of dogs. He had two goldtish
named Yin and Yang, though. Until he could
get the kids and dogs, not to mention a wite,
Yin and Yang would have to do.

He took his eves off the crowded lughway long
enough to risk a glance m the rearview nuror.
Aggie was sound asleep agamst Gus's broad
back. The dog's eyves were closed. too. He
retinned to lus thoughts. There for a while he
thought he was ready to trip down the aisle
because he'd been convinced he'd met his soul
mate. Stacey had said she was willing to sign



the prenup he msisted on. What she objected to
was his fiiendship with Acgie. And she hated
Gus, which meant he wasn't gomg to have a
bunch of dogs runming around lus house. He'd
cooled it right then and there because there was
no way i hell he was going to give up lus
fitendslup with Aggie or Gus.

He'd thought his heart was broken, but Ageie
convinced him it was just bruised. Citing the
vet who tended to Gus. she'd said. "As long as
you can eat and poop, you'll be all right." She
was right, of course, because he had survived.
Stacey. the last he'd heard. was engaged to
some disc jockey.

Alex risked another look at his passenger. His
heart fluttered at how wasted she looked.
They'd been tiiends for longer than he could
remember, even before it was tashionable to
say you had fiiends of the opposite sex. Even
after all these vears he still couldn't get over the



fact that lus friend packed a @un. wore a badge,
and was an expert m martial arts and knew
everything there was to know about automatic
weapons. It was still a nivstery to him how
she'd managed to have a relationship with Tom
Madsen with all she packed mto a twenty-tour-
hour period.

He'd never liked Tom Madsen. He'd tolerated
him for Aggie's sake just the way she had
tolerated Stacey Olin. He wondered now the
way he'd wondered hundreds of tumes during
the past six months why he and Aggie had never
hooked up as a couple. Once, he'd thought she
had a cush on laum. She'd pooh-poohed that
idea right out of lis head. He'd lusted after her,
that was tor sure, but she'd chopped hum off at
the knees fiom the git-go. saving she'd invested
too much time and energy mto making their
firendshup work to have hun toul it up. If he'd
had a tail, it would have been between lus legs
when he'd scurried away atter that remark.



It was a wonderful fiiendship. One he cherished
and treasured.

Alex slowed the Pathfinder and drove up the
long driveway that led to his house. Gus reared
up and leoked out the window. A paw slapped
down on lug shoulder. Smart dog He knew
they weren't frome.

"Tt's just for today and tonight. Gus. Up and at
'em, Aggie! We are at mry abode."”

"Really. So soon? I can't believe I fell asleep. I
can't wait to sleep i a real bed with nice
sheets. You have some nice sheets, don't vou,
Alex? Do vou have zome with flowers on
them?"

"Nah. I'm a guy. I have striped ones— 360-
tlread count. My sister gave them to me. Will
they do? Theyre kind of soft. you know,
sfithery.”



"Slithery, huh? Stripes will do just fine. Do
you mind if T give Gus a bath mn vour tub? I
want to wash away all that smell. T don't want
any renunders of the pound. I'd like to borrow
some of your clothes. T know T'll swim m them,
but that's okay. Did I thank you tor evervthing,
Alex?"

"About five hundred times. C'mon, I'm going
to cook for you. You're going to eat it, too. I
even bought you a bottle of super-duper
vitanung this moming. While the sauce i1s
cooling, I'm going to your place and rip off
that danm crime scene tape and meet niy
cleanmg lady there. Tomomrow when vou go
home, 1t will be like you never left.”

She nodded. "T always liked tlus house. It's an
Alex house. I never met a guy who has as nuch
junk ag vou do. You have to stop storing stutt
for other people or else charge them rent.
Sometimes you are so dumb, Alex. Twish vou'd



quit bemg such a soft touch. People take
advantage of you." She waved her arms to pomt
out three mountam bikes. assorted cartons and
boxes. picture trames, and other things she
called junk.

"You want me to be hard as nails like you, is
that what you're saving?"

Aggie stopped in her tracks and looked up at
him. "Is that how vou think of me, Alex?" she
asked softly.

"Sometimes. Most of the time. A lot of the
time. Yeal."

"Hard as nails goes with the job. I do know
how to.. . prrr.”

He was standing on a slippery slope. and he
knew it. "That's great. You know where the
batlwroom 1x. Do vour thing, and T'll start the



sauce. It has to cook all dav. Stir it every so
often. I'll bring sometlung for lunch when I get
back from vour place.”

"Olkay. Thanks for signing me out and bringing
me here. I'll make it up to you somehow."”

Alex got a vicious pleasure out of ripping away
the vellow crime scene tape. He wadded it into
a ball betore he tossed it on the front porch. He
took a moment to look around. The porch
looked drab and ugly., like no one ever walked
or sat on it. He knew Aggie loved the porch
She'd fix it up as soon as she got back. Spring
flowers were out now. The next tume he came
here it wonld probably look like a rambow.

The key fit easily into the lock. Before he
twmned the knob he looked down at his watch.
Sophia, hiz twice-a-week cleaning lady. was



due any mumite. He walked mto the dim
interior, did a double take, then backed out to
the porch. This was the right house. He'd been
here lmndreds of times. He liked it because it
was small. cozy., and comfortable, the way
Aggie could be when she wasn't packing heat
and her billy club.

He sucked in his breath, reentered the house,
where he fiunbled for the Light switch. Seeing
the tront room or as Aggie called it. the parlor,
in the dim light was one thing but seemg it
flooded with Light was something else.

He cursed then, using every obscenity he'd ever
learned. The room. and probably the rest of the
house, was a shambles. The furniture, the
comfortable two-seater chair that Aggcie liked
to curl up in with Gus was notlung but a frame,
the contents of the cusluons spilled
everywhere. The couch was in worse shape.
The lamps were smashed. the pictures ripped



and tattered. Even the g in the nuddle of the
floor was slashed and halt-rolled-up.

Shernbies was too lkind a word.

"Who did this?" Soplua asked., conung up
behind him and scaring the daylights out of him.

Alex whirled around. "I don't know. I just got
here. I'm no cop. but even I can fisure out
someone was looking for somethme. That's as
far as I've gotten. I'm sure the rest of the house
is just like this. Look, I can't let Aggie come
back here until we get this tixed. I'm going to
leave you my cell phone. Call the trash people
and have them come here now to cart off’ this
stuff. Pay them whatever 1t takes." He stutfed
some bills in her hand. "This 15 a lot for you to
handle, Sophia, so call a couple of youn nieces
and have them come to help you. I'll pay you all
double. Just get it all cleaned up. I'm going out
to buy some new finniture. Take tlus credit



card and go to the Lenox mall and buy some
new sheets with tlowers on them. Make sure
thev're soft.”

The cleaning lady nodded. "You better check
the bedroom to see if the mattress has been cut
up betore you go shopping, Mr. Alex."”

Alex sprinted up the steps. "Son of a bitch!”
The bedroom and the guest room were just as
bad as the living room and dining room. A
nuurderous look on hix face, he careened down
the steps and out to the kitchen. Every dish
appeared to be broken. Flour, sugar, cotfee,
and pasta crunched under lus feet. The oven
door was hanging on one hinge. The
refrigerator door g open. evervthing in the
fieezer simelled rotten. He looked at the back
door to the house, which opened into the
kitchen. and saw the dead bolts in place.

As he bolted from the house, lie called over his



shoulder. "Send one of yvour nieces to the store
to replenish the refiigerator. Buy some staples
to get her through a few days. And, for God's
sake, don't forget the dog tood and hamburger
meat for Gus."”

Two howrs later, he had the promise of the
furniture salesman that delivery would be made
by six o'clock. While the fiumiture wasn't the
saime as what Aggie had had. it was brand new.,
comifortable, and soti. It was the best he could
do.

There was no way he was going to mention this
to Aggie today. Tomomow would be soon
enougl.

He was almost to his own house when he
realized the front door to Aggie's house had
been locked. The kitchen door had a dead bolt
at the top and one at the bottom. and were
kevless. The Dbolts were for mghttime use.



Whoever had entered the house had a key. Tom
Madsen wonld have had a key. Tom Madsen
was dead. Who got lus personal effects? Or
were they still at the police station?

Acgie looked down at her empty plate. "T don't
remember the last time T ate that nmch. T think
it's your kitchen. Alex. T like all yvour @reen
plants and this big bow wimdow. I nuglht et up
early in the mommeg and sit here with the sun
coming tlwrough. Do not even think about
trying to shove that ice cream mto me. Mavbe
later it T can stay up long enough to even want
it. You make better gpaghetti than I do." She
hitched up the oversize tee shirt that was
sliding off her shoulders.

Alex leaned back m his captam’s chair. "Do you
have a game plan, Aggie? Or are you goimng to
2o home and vegetate?” His conscience pricked



lhin. Tell her noe

"T nught veg out for a few days. I've done
nothing but thik these past two months. The
four months prior to that I was m too nmuch
pain even to think.”

Alex made lus voice carefully neutral. "Do you
want to talk about it, Ageie? Two heads are
better than one. I've been known to come up
with a good 1dea now and then. I think what I
want to know right now 1s are you going to go
back to work at the end of the ninety davs? You
don't have to. You majored in crmumnal justice.
The FBI would love someone like yvou." s
might be the time to fell her about the
condition of her house.

"I'm... working on something in nry nund. It
could be dangercus. and i1t could be risky. I
don't have to take the whole ninety days. As
long as I show up for the slvmk appomntments,



I'll be m compliance with the department’s
rules. I can do 1t over the phone, too. It I
wanted to. I could go back to work next week. I
don't want to. I'm going to go to the farm and
raise organic carrots. Gus will have a great
time g around m all the open areas. He
needs lotz of exercise now." At her fitend's
look of disbeliet. she grunaced. "What's wrong
with raising organic carrots? Nothing, that's
what.

"Don't you get it, Alex? They won't be able to
find me. You and Lizzie are the only ones who
know about the farm. Hell. they don't even
know about Lizzie's being my sister much less
ny twin. I didn't exectiy fie onmy application,
just didn't mclude that information. I didn't
want anvone to know my sister was a
professional gambler. Among other things I'd
rather not talk about. I was bom and raised
right here in Atlanta. The farm came to me and
Lizzie from an uncle on my mother's side of



the family. It belonged to lus wife, but they
never had children. Lizzie and I were next in
line to inherit. I never even told Tom. Betore
you can ask, I auess I didn't trust him enough to
tell hum. Owr relationship was over months
before the... the accident. I call it an accident
because I don't know what elze to call 1t."

Alex fiddled with his napkin. Orgemic carrots.
"Why didin't vou tell me?"

Acgie ran her fingers thwough her hair. She
looked away. "Becanse I didn't want to hear
you say, I told you so. Two days... betore... I
put in for a transter. If Tom knew, he didn't let
on. He really thought we would get back
together at some pomt."”

Alex looked down at the old brick he'd laid for
hig kitchen tloor He looked tor tlaws but
couldn't zee any. Maybe he should have been a
mason. He really didn't mean to ask, but the



words tumbled out. "WVhat went wrong?"

Aggie licked at her div lips. "That blue wall. I
didn't like some of the guys Tom hung out
with. He told me he thought tlwee of them.
Dutch Davis, Joe Sonders, and Will Fargo, the
property clek, were helping themselves to
some of the confiscated diugs and selling them.
He said they didn't know he was on to them.
That wag the reason for the stakeout that night.
The Big Tlree, as he called them. were going to
peddle several kilos of cocaine to two buyers m
that alley. A whole kilo would have Dbeen
nussed, so Fargo stole little bits at a tune. Then
when they had enough for a big score, they'd
sell them. We're talking big bucks here. I'm not
sure 1 0y own mind that Tom wasn't in on it. I
think Tom thought T was on to lum and that
was why I broke it off. He never said that. It's
Just NIy opinion.

"T can't get 1t straight in my nund. Either it was



a setup to take me out, or he was on the up and
up and they took him out. T guess I was
supposed to die. too. And. of course, Gus. I
want to know what happened. but I'm realistic
enough to know I nught never find out.”

Alex thought he probably should change the
subject to organic carrots rather than the
condition of her house. The only thing was. he
knew squat about carrots other than they were
on the sweet side and crunchy as well as good
for the eyes. He knew even less about breaking
and entermg and cop stuff. He opted for
another alterative altogether.

"Where does your sister enter into this?"”
"T don't know. I thought... maybe I dreamed it,
but I was gomg to call her and ask her to take

nry place wlule IL..."

"Raise organic carrots."”



"Yealh. See. even vou got it. Keep 1t sumple, I
always say." She yawned. then apologized.

"You said vour sister was squirrelfy, a flaky
kind of gal. T tend to think your departiment
would frown on such shenamigans, and sn't it
agaimst the law to impersonate a police officer?
That's what she would be doing, you know."

Aggie vawned agam. "Evervthing vou said is
true. Look. I didn't say I was gome to go ahead
with it. T said T was tlunking about it. T could
pull it off. Lizzie looks just like me. Mavbe not
right thix numite, but m a couple of weeks,
atter I put some weight back on, no one will be
able to tell the difterence.

"One tune. when we were semors m lugh
school, Lizzie was jugeling tlhree or four
different bovtiiends and she got things a little
nuxed up. She liked these two guys and
somehow or other made a date with each of



them for the same might. She asked me to stand
in for her on one of them that particular night.
Then she said I had to date the other cuy so we
could decide which one to pick. Do vou believe
that? I did 1t because I always did what Lizzie
wanted for some reason. Even back then she
liked living on the edge. Anyway, I picked cuy
number two because he didn't have arms like an
octopus. Two weeks later she was on to some
other guy and neither one of those guys had a
clue they were going out with me.

"We used to fool our mother, too. You'd think
a mother would know her own kids. Ours
didn't. For a long tume she made us wear
bracelets with our names on thenw but as we
cot older, she just gave up. It was tun. I do
have to say that. Today. there isn't anyone who
can tell us apart. Unless they look at Lizzie's
butt. She has a tattoo there. They'll probably
assign me to a different precinct. where no one
knows the old me.



"Inn her... ah... line of work. Lizzie had to leam
about firearms. She's a crack shot. She's almost
as good ax me in the martial arts arena. Again,
in her lime of work, those skills are necessities.
Plus, she can bullshit her way out of any
situation. The end will justify the means. Alex."

Alex tipped lus chair backward and stared up at
the ceiling. "Let me make sure I have tlus
straight now. You and your squdrrefiy sister are
gomg to trade places in the hopes that she can
ferret out what went down that night. VWlule
she's domg that. von are gomg to be at the farm
you think no one knows about, raising organic
carrots.”

"T might t1y onions and peas. too. Yeah, that's
right. I don't ever have to work agam unless I
want to. That takes a lot of the pressure off me.
Lizzie and I mherited five Imndred thousand
dollars when owr uncle died and lett us the
farim because with our parents cone, we were



the onl}f surviving relatives. We split it. It was
his  mswrance money. Lizzie is  a
nultimillionaire these days. She wanted to take
my share and gamble with it, but I was afraid.
so I only gave her seventy-five thousand. Guess
what I have today mn my bank account?”

"A lundred and fifty?"

"Think BIG Alex."”

"Double that?"

"Really BIG, Alex. Lizzie is a lugh roller.”

"A nullion dollars!"

"Times five."

Alex's eves popped wide. "No kidding!”

Aggie's head bobbed up and down. "It's a good



thing I'm smart, considermg nry  present
circiumstances. I'ni sure the department already
ran a check on my finances. It's all in Lizzie's
name in Vegas and the Cavmans. And she pays
the taxes on the earnings."”

"T guess that means vou trust her."”

"Of cowrse I trust her. She's niy twin. We're
close. Besides. she knows I'd lill her if she ever
touched a penny of it. She knows how to do
that ottshore thing. too. I could probably start
up a truck farm of xome sort with my organic
vegetables.”

Alex groaned at her confidence. "Do yvou know
anythiung about raising vegetables?"

'"Not one little thing. When I get home, I'm
gome on the Net. How hard can 1t be? You dig
a hole, put a seed mn it. cover it up. and wait for
it to sprout. You water and then you harvest.



Voila, organic whatever."”

Alex didn't have the heart to tell her there had
to be more to gardening than that. Tien again,
whett dfo I know? I just a stupid engineer.
"Tm going with you, Aggie. I just decided. T
wouldn't nuss the first batch of carrots for
anvthing."”

"Really! You don't have any conferences or
sununer classes scheduled?”

"Nope. I was going to putter around upstairs
installing new woodwork and new door
firames. I can do that over Christmas break. I
think we're coing to need a plan., though."”

"You're real good with plans, Alex. Why don't
you do that while I take Gus out tor his walk.
Then, it you don't mimnd. I'm gomg to bed. I
know you cooked, and I should be doing the
cleanig up. but I'll do both next tume. Okay?"



"Well, sure.” Now, fefl her now. Get it over
with. He knew he wasn't going to tell her
because it he did. she wouldn't sleep all night
long. She'd also demand to be taken to her
house, omething he wanted to avoid as long as
possible. Morming would be tune enough.

He was a whirling dervish as he cleared the
table, stacked the dislnvasher, and sciubbed out
the spaghetti pot because it was too big for the
dishwasher. The leftovers would do tor lunch
for a few days. He was sitting at the table, lus
feet propped on a chair. smoking his pipe and
swigging on a Corona, when Agaie retiuned.

"You're going to make someone a good wife."
Aggie grinned.

"When and if T get married, I'm hanging up niy
apron and my culinary skills. T only cook
because I don't want to starve,



"Agaie, T think you should call vour sister from
here. They might have bugged vour phone at
home. They do that on television all the time."

"Oh, you're good! T was thinkmg the same thing
on niy wall." She looked over at the digital
clock on the stove. "Vegas is tlwree hours
behind us, so it's only five o'clock there, which
means Lizzie should still be home. I wish you
could see the penthouse where she lives. It's
got wraparound windows, and her view is of
the whole city. At might. it bogeles your mind.
It's really luxurious. It's a comp. That means it's
fiee. All her food 15 comped, and so 15 her car.
She diives a candy-apple red Mercedes
convertible. She even gets a clothing allowance
from the man she works tor. Of cowrse, if
anything goes awry. like she lhits a losing
strealk, it's all gone."”

"We're i the wrong busmess, Ageie. How
much does she make a vear, do you know?"



"Different amounts. It depends on how high the
stakes are. She gets a percentage of her
winnings. She travels all over the country tor
the gcuy she works for. The advantage of
Lizzie's working for someone else iz that he
covers her losses on the rare occasion that she
losses and pays her expenses, which are pretty
high. Lizzie is a smart cookie who likes the
good life and knows how to play the angles.

"Do vou know what she rea/fv wants to do?
She just does the gambling thing because she's
good at it, and it pays ot big-time." Alex shook
hig head. "She wants to open a dive shop on
one of the izlands. Her real passion 1s the
water. She loves to snorkel. deepsea dive, and
just swim. Two more yvears and she can do 1t
and own everything outright. And she won't
have to touch her principal. She can be a beach
buny for the rest of her lite. She has a degree
in marine biclogy plus a master's. My sister
might be a wild card, but she's smart as hell.”



"Maybe she can open a produce stand next to
her dive shop and sell your camrots.” Alex
auffawed.

"That wasn't fiuny. Look, I'm not laughing.
Don't ever make fun of my sister agam. Hand
me the dammn phone.”

Aggie dialed her sister's private munber and
waited. "Tt's Agoie. Listen. sis, I need to talk to
you. Yeal, well, I've been kind of busy the last
six months. You told me vou could take a
vacation anytiune you wanted. Can vou take
three months oft? You can. Great. Listen, this
is what I want you to do...."



Chapter Two

Gus started to howl. a bloodenrdling sound of
anger, the moment he raced up the steps to the
front porch. Alex watched, his body twitching,
as Aggoie's shoulders stittened. She knew
something was wrong just the way the big
shepherd knew. He heard her m-dravwn breath,
heard her exhale betore she fit the key mto the
lock.

I shonld herve told her. He was qutless. A real
wuss. No, I'm not. 1 just wenrted to spare her,
he answered himself,

The shepherd was m a frenzy as he raced
through the house, stopping to snitt, to howl,
to growl, then whine. He knew there had been
intruders, knew the furniture was new.

Agaie zat down on the double chair and looked
up at hum. "You did all this, right?" He nodded.



"I had a feeling sometlhing like this happened.
How bad was it?"

"As bad as it gets. My first thought was they
were looking for something. YWhatever it was,
they must not have found .it because they
destroved evervthing in the house. I must say,
you're taking this rather well.”

Aggie put her finger to her lips and mouthed
the word. brig. Her eves sparked with anger that
she was tiying to control. He nodded to show
he understood. "I told you I was expecting it. I
don't know why, I just was. When a house is
closed up for six months, xomething 1 bound
to happen. I really don't understand the crime
scene tape. though. Did someone m the
neighborhood call m a prowler? Did the police
come to investicate and find this? Is that why
they put the tape up? The strange thing iz, no
one told me. Now I have to file an insurance
claim. I can't imagme what they were looking



for? They didn't take the television or VCR.
Mavbe they had the wrong house. I don't have
any jewelry that's valuable. T have insurance, so
I'll be able to pay vou back atter I file a claim.”

"T know niy taste i furmiture is a little different
than yours. But everyvthing 1z clean and new,
and that's the way it should be right now. Later,
when yon get your cop legs back and are full of
your usual gpit and vinegar, yvou can redecorate,
You should walk around, Aggie, and see if
arrvthing is nussing. Paying me back is the least
of your problems right now."

"T think I nueht go back to work, Alex. T don't
want to sit around and think. That's not good.
even I lknow that. I'll take the rest of the week
oft and next week, too. By then, I'll be ready to
do what I do best. I want to go out to the
cemetery and put some flowers on Tom's
arave. [ understand thew not telling me he died
in the very beginning, but why didn't they tell



me hus fanuly pulled the plug?”

"I don't know, Aggie" Playving along in case
there was a bug m the house, Alex contiued,
"T'll leave vou alone now. It you need me for
anything, just call."

"Okay, Alex. Thanks for evervthing. By the
way. do you know where my car 152"

"It was in the impound lot. T had it taken out
yvesterday. It's being serviced. They promised to
deliver 1t this afterncon. It you want to go
somewhere, I can take you."”

"The porch looks so bare. I thought T would get
some tlowers. I love getting the porch ready for
spring and summer. It it's not too much
trouble, yes. you can take me. I just want to go
upstairs for a nunute.”

Upstairs, Aggie followed Gus as they inspected



the bedrooms and the bath. Evervthing was
new. It even smelled new. She felt like aving.
Sometimes life just wasn't fai. She dropped to
her knees to hug the big dog. "T know you have
a new bed, but 0o do L We're gome to make
this work. we really are. We just have to get
used to it."

Ten minutes later they were on thewr way to the
carden center. where Aggie bought Gerber
datvies, geranimms, mmpatiens, and tubs of
nuxed tlowers. She also bouglt packages of
carrot seeds and two books on gardening. Alex
arimed when he saw the packets of seeds. One
of the workers from the center followed them
home in hag pickup, the cargo area loaded with
Aggie's plants.

In the Pathfinder. Alex quizzed her. "Do vou
know what they were looking for, Ageie? I
don't thinl I told you this, but both your doors
were locked when I got there vesterday. The



dead bolts were on the kitchen door. and I had
to use the key to the front door. I'm thinking
someone had or has a key to your house, so I
recommend you call a locksmith as zoon as
you get home to have the locks changed.”

"T don't have a clue as to what someone might
have been looking tor. MMaybe niy jownal. It
isn't really a jowrnal. It's an old day planner
where I used to jot down things. Tom Lnew
about it. He had a notebook, too. All cops do.
He used to razz me and say things like, 'vou
better not be putting anything mn there about me
or the guys" Macho guy stufl that T ignored.
And, yes, T will call a locksmith. T made that
decizion the munute I walked mto the house.”

Alex took his eyes off the busy road for a
moment to look across at her. "Did they find
the journal?" He didn't realize he was holding
hig breath vntil it escaped lus lips m a hissing
sotnd.



'"No, because it wasn't m the house. It's m nxy
gvm bag m the trunk of my car. If they went
through the bag, then yes, they probably found
it. I guess T won't know until they bring my car
back."

Tom looked worried. "Exectiv what did you
write in that journal, Aggie?"

He looked so nice this moming m his jeans and
his dark ereen Polo shirt. She should look halt
as good. The numite she saw how Lizzie was
wearimg her hair, she'd get her own styled the
same way. Until then. she was just going to
have to look like a raganmftin m Alex's
oversize shut and sweatpants. Maybe she
should have changed mto her own clothes
betore going to the musery. Too late now. She
shiugged.

"You're a million nules away, cirl. What are
you thinking?"



"I was thinking how nice vou look and how
tacky I look. To answer your earlier question, I
wrote down in the joumal everything Tom told
me, ad the date he told me. There were things
he said he could prove and other things he said
he couldn't prove. Suppositions. I wrote down
all Tus susgpicions. And I wrote dovwn s
reaction and the things he said when I broke up
with himn months ago."”

Alex cleared hig throat. He looked more than a
little uneasy. "Would you call that journal a
simoking gun? I saw that on TV, too. Those cop
shows always have a smoling gun.”

"If you were Dutch Davig, Joe Sonders. or Will
Fargo. yvou'd consider 1t a smoking gun. To
anyone else it would be just a bunch of
suspicions.”

"If they didn't find it. what are you going to do
with 1t?"



"Maybe send it to nmiyself in care of General
Delivery. T pick 1t up when I get to the fanm.
Mavbe I'll give 1t to Lizzie, but I'll make copies
first. I'm not sure vet. There may be nothing to
this at all, and I'm simply bemng paranoid.”

"You didn't see yowr house vesterday, Aggie.
Whoever ransacked it had a danmn key. Tlus
isn't a television program where everything is
wrapped up m sty nunites. What if they tiy
agaim?"

"T'm aware now. I have niy eun back, and I also
have Gus. I know those guys. Thev'll lie low
for a while before they make another move.
Stop acting like a nervous father, Alex."

Alex was so worried he almost hit a dark blue
pickup truck blasting nmsic so loud it It lus

eardims.

A nervous father was the last thing he wanted



to appear as. Nor did he want to give the
impresgion he was a nervous aitiing. He
knew i hiz gut the whole thing was gomng to
start to snowball, and he'd be on some tarm
outside Altoona, Pennsylvania, helpmg to plant
organic carrots. "T hope you're right.”

"Do you mind stopping at an ATM? I need to
withdraw some money so I can pay for all those
flowers. Do you mind loaning me your ATM
card? We'll settle up tomorrovw. My purse is m
the trunk of nrv car, too. I just hate owing
money, especially tor all of Gus's medical
expenses. I wonder why the department didn't
pick those up?"

"Because they thought he was gome to die,
that's wiry, and they didn't want to spend the
money tor emergency vet and surgical services.
I tlweatened to =zo to the newspapers and
television if they didn't let me call in a private
vet. They had no choice. This is just a guess on



iy part, Aggie, but won't Gus be able to pick
up those guys' scents if they get close enough?”

"Yes. I plan to keep him away from them. I
don't want to traumatize him any more than I
have to. You need to find another dog that
looks like Gus o when Lizzie and I make the
switch, no one will be the wiser. You have a
couple of days to do that smce Lizzie won't
arrive till the weekend. And, Alex..."”

"What?"

"Thev're goimng to be watclung yvou, too, so stay
alert. I'm really sorry you got involved i all of
this. You can. of cowrse, go home and forget
all about us. I'll never hold that agaimnst you."”

Alex swallowed hard. "Is tlus going to be a
Serpico operation? I saw that movie you know.
At least ten times. What if when this 1z all over,
you have to go across the world and lude out



like he did?" He could feel lus loss already. He
told himselt he was overreacting. He hoped he
was right.

Agaie sighed. "God. I hope not. That auy lived
in Europe for a long tune, betore coming back
to live m upstate New Yok, Look, I'm not
saying. and Tom wasn't saymng the whole
department was mto that dirty cop thing, just
those three guys. At least that's what T thought
he was thinking. I just don't want to believe
Tom was m on it with them. I'm going to show
vou thewr pictures when we get back to the
house %0 you can be on the lookout. They can
only stake us out when theyre off duty and on
their days off. It's the way 1t 15, Alex. Are vou
sOITY you're involving vourself?"

"No. I need to know evervthing, though. You
have told me evervtlung, haven't you?"

"Evervthing I know."



Alex parked on a side street while Aggie
walked back half’ a block to the ATM. The
pickup truck with the load of flowers parked
behind him. He smiled as Ageie sashayved along
in lig sweats, which hung on her slim trame
like a wrinkled old sack. Compared to her, he
was sorely lacking m the guts departiment.

Five munutes laterr she was back m the car with
three lnmdhred dollars 1 her hand. "T feel rich.”
She grined.

Ten nunutes later. he dropped her off at her
house and proceeded out to the lughway. On
the way home he made a stop at a lhigh-tech
electronics store. He felt nonplussed as he
looked at the wide array of gadgets for sale. He
also felt ridiculous when he asked for a device
that would detect electronic bugs. The voung
man didn't seem to think his request was
ridiculous at all as he pulled out device atter
device, extolling the virtues of each. "Now,



you take tlus one, it's top-of-the-line and can
detect a device that's been planted in your car
or under your car. Each time vou get mto yvour
car, make a sweep. The tracking device can
function up to a hundred miles, providing vou
have a transmitter and a receiver. It costs extra,
but it's the one I reconmumend.”

"Okay, T'll take it." He felt like the television
character Colombo as he made his way out of
the store. All he needed was a baggy trench
coat. He didn't need any help i the looking-
dumb departiment. He could manage that on his
OWIL.

The followmg day. Alex drove to Marietta,
Georgia, where he purchased a  Genman
shepherd named Alice that looked so much like
Gus it was dowmright scary. Unfortunately,
Alice was a female shepherd. He dithered for a



whole howr before he made Ius decision to buy
the dog. who loved him on sight. He hoped the
three cops n (uestion wouldn't be getting close
enough to the dog to nspect her anatonry. Plus,
the Big Three. as Aggie called them. weren't K-
9 handlers.

In the end he felt pleased with himself when he
dropped the dog off at a local vet clinic to get
bathed and @roomed. They agreed to board her
until Saturday. when he would pick her up at
noon or as close to noon as possible. The
switch would talke place when Lizzie arrived mn
town over the weekend. He mentally patted
himselt’ on the shoulder when he exited the
vet's office. With a little more practice, he just
nught fun imto an acceptable cumshoe. He
winced at the thought. On the other hand. he
could excel at helping Aggie raise organic
carrots. And to think he went to college to be
an engineer and then all those added yvears of
schooling until he got his doctorate. He could



probably make more money detecting and
growing carrots on the side. The thought was
g0 funny, he langhed until his sides ached.

Now he was going home to heat up lus leftover
spaghetti.

It was nudafternoon when Aggie carried her
cheese sandwich out to the front steps. She sat
down, Gus at her side. Her front porch was
clean now, the windows spakling, the white
wicker chairs gleaming. The flowered cushions
were every bit as vibrant as the clay pots of
flowers that lined the railing and the steps.

The nunute Alex rode off. she'd gone upstairs
to change her clothes. When she removed lus
sweats ghe held them up to her cheek. Even
though she'd been wearing then. they still
sielled like Alex. She folded them neatly and



placed them on a shelf in her closet.

Now she wore a pair of vellow Capri pants
with a matching tee shirt. She wished she'd
chosen a shut with tlhree-quarter sleeves. Her
arms were thin and bony. The whole of her was
thin and bony. Her hair. which hadn't been cut
or styled in six months, was tied back m a
ponvtail. IKeds. becaunse they were lighter,
instead of clunky running shoes, adormed her
feet. She was exhausted tiom cleaning the
windows and scrubbing the porch, not to
mention watermg all the plants. She probably
needed a nap, but she couldn't take one until
her car was delivered.

She finished the sandwich before she attacked
the pint of ice cream she'd carried out on a tray.
She ate it all and licked the spoon while Gus
chewed contentedly on a rawlide bone.

Her car amrived fifteen mimutes later. She



signed her name, handed over a ten-dellar tip,
and accepted the receipt as well as the key. She
waited until the driver and the backup car left
before she walked down the steps and over to
the diiveway. She opened the door to examine
the Honda. Her bright red windbreaker was
Iving on the backseat. along with a police
procedural manual. An oversize tartan plaid
unmbrella leaned agamst the door. A library
book about nnuder and mayhem in the Wlite
House was on the tloor. It had to be at least
eight months overdue. It had been overdne
betore the night of the stakeout. She'd meant to
retuwrn it that day but had gotten sidetracked.
Next to the library book was her shoulder bag.
She reached for 1t and hung it over her shoulder.

Aggie closed and locked the doors after she
popped the trunk. Because she was a tidy
person, the trunk of her car looked the same
way. Her tennis racket in its protective cover
was still there. Her golt’ clubs were pushed



farther back but looked mtact. A square
Rubbermaid container held dog treats and
rawhide bones. There were three unopened
bottles of Evian water for Gus, and his water
bowl. Her gym Dbag. which matched her
umbrella, was zipped shut. On the oft’ chance
that someone might be watching her, she litted
out the gy bag and set it on the @round. She
checked to make sure the tiunk was locked
before she walked back to the house. She was
on the porch itself’ when Gus whirled around,
the hair on his neck standing on end. Across the
road at the curb, a cruiser slid to a stop. "Seffz. "
All the K-9 conmands were i German. Gus
obeved the order. his whole body trembling
His hair wag still on end. lus ears flat agamst
his head.

The eneniy, AKA, Dutch Davis.

The detective rolled down his wmdow and
leaned out. "You okay. Aggie? Do you need



arrytlhiung?”
She was trembling, too. "No. I'm fine."

"Okay. You're on our cruise list. Keep vour
doors locked. Those flowers look real nice.
Call in it you need anything."”

"Okay." She waved one of her bony amms
before she reached down to scratch Gus belund
the ears. "Easy boy, this 1sn't the right time."”

Inside, with the door locked. Aggie collapsed
on the oversize chair. The Dbig dog was as
agitated as she was. It was a good halt’ hour
betore either one of them was calm enough to
get up and walk around.

Aggie bit down on her bottom lip as she eved
the tartan gym bag and her purse. Dutch must
have seen both items sitting on the front porch.
Bastard.



Was the day planner she used as a jownal still
in the bag or wasn't it? Yes or no?

She unzipped the bag with one quick motion.
The sound was so loud. Gus @rowled. The bag
was stuffed to the top. Her New Ralance
g shoes, her sweats, her water bottle, two
towels, makeup bag, headband. wristband,
ankle and wrist weights, six grancla bars. a
pack of Dentyne chewmeg gum and... the day
planmer wrapped m the leg of an extra pair of
sweatpants. She was so light-headed with reliet
she had to sit down.

Aggie sucked in her breath when she reached
for her purse. Evervthing appeared to be intact.
She rifled through her wallet. Two credit cards,
seventy-four dollars, a few paid receipts. a dry-
cleaning ticket. a candy bar. checkbook, pen,
siall notebook, a cigarette lighter. her keys,
lipstick, small atomizer of perfume. and a
package of Lleenex.



She was so dizzy with relief. she closed her
eves and was mstantly asleep.

The K-9 hopped onto the sofa that sat under the
window, then onto the back, where he stared
out the wimdow. YWhen the cruiser crawled by
an hour later, his body stiftened. but he didn't
move.

Acgie sat m the kitchen savoring the day's first
cup of cotfee. With the long nap she'd taken the
previous afternoon, her night's sleep had been
anything but restfill. Gus had prowled the
houge all might long. That had to mean one of
the Big Tlhree was keeping an eve on her. Let
them.

Uncertamn where to lude the jowrnal for
safeleeping until it was tune for her to leave
for the farm. she'd finally decided on the



fireplace. where Alex's cleaning lady had laid
firewood m case of a clully spring might. She'd
moved the logs and the kindling until she had
enough room to burow the Dblack book
undemeath. She fretted about the hiding place
all mght long. Maybe that's why she hadn't slept
well. She should have just left it where 1t was.

She had to cany on today as if nothing was
bothering her. She had her car. o she could go
out and about. A trip to the @rocery store was a
nmst. So was a trip to the cemetery. She needed
to buy some new clothes, but she could do that
on the Intemet or by calling any of the 800
numbers from different catalogs. She also had
to go to the banl s0 she could pay Alex all the
money she owed him. She wondered what he
was doing right now? Like her, Alex was an
earlv-morning person. Maybe she should call
him. She was about to pick up the phone when
a shadow crossed the kitchen window. Gus was
on lus feet a second later. The knock was Alex's



rat-a-tat-tat! Acgie got up to open the door.

"T brought six jelly donuts, one for me, five for
you. Eat up!”

"This 1¢ mice, 1s0't it. Alex? Neither of us has
anything to do. We can take our time and just
fiitter away the whole day it we want to." She
bit into one of the sugary domits.

"'m a good fritterer. Is there such a word? So.
what's on the agenda?" He mouthed the words,
"Did you tind it?" Aggie nodded as she reached
for a second donut. She smiled at the look of
relief on her triend's tace.

"T was just sitting here thinkie I need to go to
the grocery store, and I want to go out to the
cemetery. I don't know whiy I feel like I have to
do that. T should probably call Tom's parents,
too. I did meet them several tunes, and they're
nice people. I don't know it Tom told them we



broke it off or not. These domits are good.
Three's niy lut, though. Go ahead. eat the
other two."

"JTust what I need, a sugar lugh." Alex chonped
down on a domut, the sugar scattering over lis
navy blue shurt. "T'm ready it you are. Should
we take the Pathfinder. or do you want to drive
your car? It you're going grocery shoppmg, I
siuggest we take nune. There's more room for
Gus."

Agoie was agreeable. "Okay. Let me get a
sweater, While I'm domng that. T want a total of
how nmch money I owe you. T'll write you a
check. I want to stop at niy bank anyway, and
you can deposit it at the same tume. If you don't
know, guess. Like T said, I hate owing money
even it 1t 15 to you. By the way. how do vou
like the fiont porch?”

"I like it a lot. Let's sit out there when we get



home and have a couple of beers."”
I!Dkay-Fl

Alex calculated the amount of money m lus
head, knowing if' he was off it was only by a
few bucks. He handed a slip from the sticky pad
by the phone to Aggie when she returmed with
her sweater.

Aggie looked at the amount and reached for her
purse. She scribbled off a check and handed it
to lum. She let out a loud sigh of relief.
"Thanks agam for doing all that for me, Alex.”
He shrugged as he pocketed the check.

They really didn't talk about amything until they
were walking up and dovwn the aisles m the
busy supermarket. Alex showed her the sizimo
he'd purchased at the electronics store. "Good
choice. Did you sweep vour car this nioming?"



"You bet. T didn't find amvtlung. I was afraid
someone would see me, so I didn't do yowrs,
We'll do the house when we get back."”

She told lum about Dutch Davis and Gus's
reaction to the detective the day before. "The
diive-by was to let me know theyre watching
me. It's bothering me that they didn't find the
dav planner. I'm glad they didn't. but how did
they nuss 1t?"

"If vou want a guess, I'd say 1t was because of
the cuard dogs at the impound lot. Mavbe they
couldn't get to it. Maybe they did get to 1t and
didn't find 1it. You did say vou wrapped 1t m
your sweatpants. They would have Dbeen in a
huny. You also have to log in and out and give
a reason for going to the lot. Thinlk about it.
What reason would they have other than to
snoop?”

Agoie slungged as she poked. then shook. a



melon. "It's safe for the moment. I lud it n the
fireplace under the logs. Okay, I'm done. I think
I have everytlung."”

Evervthing tumed into $286.14 plus eighteen
grocery bags.

As fast as Alex slid the grocery bags mto the
carge hold, Gus pawed thenw. looking for a
treat. Aggie langhed as she opened a bag of
cherrv-tlavored licorice. She handed him one of
the long sticks. "He likes root beer. too. I think
he likes the tizz gome up his nose. Root beer 1s
a specicd treat. Let's take the groceries home.
While vou put evervthing away, I'll sweep the
house for bugs. I know how to do it. Then we
can go to the cemetery. Is that okay with you?"

"Sure."

They were almost to Peachtree when Alex said.
"There's a light blue Tawrus belund us. Don't



look now. I noticed it earlier, too.”

Aggie grimaced. "It's not the unmarked Tauus
you have to worry about. It's the wumarked
dark vehicle two cars behind it. We're supposed
to spot the Taurus. Ienore it."

It must be a cop thing. Alex did as he was told.
He ignored the light blue Taurus as he tuned
on his directional and headed for Peachitree.

An hour later, Aggie took Alex by the hand and
led hun mto the living room, where she pomted
to a vase of glass flowers. She held up one
finger. She motioned for hum te follow her to
the second floor, where she showed hun the
second bug undemeath a picture frame that
held a picture of Gus in his protective armor
and wearing lig badge. He watched as she
pulled out two pieces of cnkly, noisy
cellophane from the pocket of her Capi1 pants.
She wrapped the bug and placed 1t back where



she found it. Whoever wags listening m on her
private lite would only hear static. They would
thinkk one of two things, either the bug was
maltimctioning or that she had found it and
done exactly what she'd just done. At this pomnt,
she really didn't care what they thought. She
similed. Alex's thumb shot i the air.

Downstairs. she did the same thing to the glass
flowers.

"I think we're ready to head out agam. Alex.”
She whistled for Gus. who came on the un.
"Maybe we should take miy car since we're just
gomg to the cemetery. It hasn't been driven tor
a while. Do you mund checking the tires and the
windshield wiper tluid? The pollen 1x really
heavy right novy. T nught need some gas, too.”
She palmed the electronic device to Alex as she
held the door open tor Gus.

"You could probably use one quart of oil,



Acgie. The windslueld wiper fluid is okay.”

"T'im almost on empty. I guess we're going to
have to go m vour car after all. Dam. Come on,
Gus. we have to relocate. Don't torget to stop
at Della's Florist Shop so I can pick up some
flowers. T'll diive over to the gas station later
and fill it up."

Alex climbed behind the wheel, tumed the key
in the 1gution, and @umed the engme. "t's
right under the drrver's side door."”

"Danm. Those guys have been really busy. My
thinking 1z this: They probably kept on with
their little side Dbusiness while I was
incapacitated. Now that I'm home, they don't
know what I know. That means they have to be
really caretill. When a buver wants lus stutt, he
wants 1t when he wants 1t or he goes someplace
else. That tells me their sideline 15 m a holding
pattern, and they want to get back into business.



They have to sit tight until they figire out how
much I know."

"Are vou sure it's okay to bring your sister imnto
all of this?"

"T think so. We'll know for sure tomoirow
when she arives. If' she says no, then we let it
all drop. The one thing I know for certain is,
I'm i no phiysical shape to take them on at this
pomt m tune. I've got one big gun I can still
fire."

"And that would be... what? Or. should I say,
whom?"

"Tt's whom. Nathan Hawk. He's a reporter with
the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Nice auy.
Doesn't 2o off halt-cocked. Stays with the
facts. Plug, he's a hell of an investigative
reporter. T worked with him a few times. Like I
said. he's a nice quy. He actually has ethics, and



he protects lus sources. That's a real plus mn niy
book. I think he would be just pertect tor
Lizzie. The cops are really wary of lum. He's
got snitches and sources all over the place, and
he pays well. If he dogs Lizzie, the cops will
stay away firom her. I'm thinking that's the way
it's going to go down."”

"In 1y experience, Aggie, I've found that if you
give a person two choices, the stupid one and
the smart one, invariably they choose the stupid
one. That's just another way of saving you can't
count on anvbody doing the right thing.”

"T know that. I'm hopeful, Alex. What else can I
say?"

Alex shiugeed. "The cemetery 15 about a
quarter of a nule down the road. Are you sure

you want to go there?"”

'"No. I don't want to go there, but I'm going



ayway. I owe that much to Tom. Danm., we
were so busy tallimg. we forgot the flowers."”

"T don't think he'll mind, Aggie.”

"T mind, Alex. That means I'm slipping. Good
cops don't #lip because they could get lulled.
You need eves in the back of your head. you
need a photographic memory, and you need the
auts ot a fool. Right now I'm sorely lacking m
all three categories."”

"Stop bemg so hard on yourself, Aggie. You've
had a rough time of 1t these past six months. It's
all going to come back. Give it time."”

Aggie's voice sounded so sad, Alex shivered.
"Tine has a way of becoming vour eneny.

Especially m the world I live in. T feel terrible
that T didn't get the tlowers."”



"It's not the end of the world, Aggie. You can
bring flowers the next tume."”

Agoie looked across at Alex. "It is the end of
the world for Tom. I don't want to come back
here again."”

He said he understood. but he didn't. Women
didn't think like men. He got out of the car, ran
around to the passenger side, and held the door
for Aggie. Gus bounded over the seat, then out
the door, landing neatly on the @round.

Together. they walked toward the site map
outside the memornial office.

Twenty nunutes later. they found the sunple
stone. Tears blured Aggie's vision when she
saw Tom's name chiseled in the granite stone.
He was too yvoung to die, too young to Dbe
cumned down because he was a good person
and objected to lus triends’ wrongdoing,



Guilt washed over her. Guilt that she was alive
and Tom was dead. She reached down to pat
Gus's head. He wlumpered softly. She
wondered it he knew who was buried here. Gus
had liked Tom. Not as much as Gus liked Alex.
but he did lilze hin.

Aggie mumbled a prayer she remembered firom
clhildhood. her eyes downcast., tears rolling
down her cheeks.

"T feel terrible, Alex. Why do I feel cuilty? Why
do I teel like I let Tom down?"

"You didn't let hum down., Aggie. It's natural
that you feel a little guilty. You're alive, and
he's not. This 1z the end of the road for
everyone. For Tom it was way too early. Life
goes on becanse that's the way life 1. Come on,
it's time to head for home. Amytime you want
to come back here, T'll bring you. I want vour
promuse, though, that you won't come here



alone."

Aggie wiped at her eves with the back of her
hand. "All right, Alex."



Chapter Three

Elizabeth Corinthia Jade, AIKA Lizzie Jade, and
also known at one tume as Sugar Pye during her
short-lived stripping career, sauntered off the
plane, the eves of every man i tirst class on her
swinging derriere, her incredibly long legs,
stiletto heels, and a tight spandex dress that lett
absolutely nothing to anvone's mmagmation.
Her long blond wig with the jagged Dbangs
bounced and swished as she made her way fiom
the plane to the Atlanta concourse.

Lizzie Jade loved it when people looked and
stared at her. But it was strictly a hands-off
policy as far ag she was concemed. You could
look but you could not even #nk about
touching her person. Aggie said she was an
exhibitionist, which was probably true to a
certain dearee. She loved tancy, daring clothes
and considered herselt a trendsetter among her
peers. She was rich, she was talented, she was



beautiful. and she was educated with a dearee
in marine biology plus a master's. She wags also
a cardsharp. a disco dancer, a stripper. a runway
model, an actress, a private divorce dick who
worked only on the female's side, and a gas
station attendant. Now she was gomg to be a
cop. A pistol-packing cop. Detective, actually,
She wondered what it was she would be
detecting. Aggie had been rather mysterious on
the phone. Maybe she was gomg to have to go
undercover to feiret out some deep. dark secret
that would blow the city of Atlanta wide open.
She had her outtit all picked out m her mind
for the photo op when she blew the case wide
open by the time she rode the B Tram to the
baggage area. She'd probably get some kind of
commendation or mavbe a gold badge. Solid
gold, of cowrse. Lizzie Jade would never wear
anything gold-plated.

Never.



Lizzie Jade loved Lizzie Jade.

Lizzie turned around to see more admiring
glances as she hailed a porter. She smiled at
one and all, her scarlet lips elistening. A scarlet-
tipped nail that matched her lipstick pomted to
tlree crocodile suitcases— two large and one
medinme-sized.

She looked around for a limo dirver holding a
card that was supposed to say. Patricia
Newfeld. She made eve contact and smiled. She
wiggled her fingers to show she was the
Patricia Newfeld he was to pick up and drive to
the Ritz-Carlton in Buckhead.

A twenty-dollar tip brought a smile to the
porter's face as he stowed her bags m the trunk
of the lumousime.

The twenty-five-mmute ride to the Ritz-
Carlton was made m silence. She'd closed her



eyes the nunute she'd settled herself mside the
limo. Closed eves meant no conversation. She
didn't open her eves agam until the driver said,
"We're here, nuss."

The game plan was for her to register as
Patricia Newteld, pay cash i advance, then go
to her suite of rooms and wait for Aggie. She
could handle that with no problem. She held
out a fifty-dollar bill to the driver. whose eyes
popped wide. Among other things, Lizzie Jade
was a big tipper.

Lizzie followed the tlwee pieces of crocodile
luggage to the check-in counter. where she
anmounced herself. plunked down twenty crisp
hundred-dollar bills, signed m. accepted her
kevs, and made her way to the elevator. She
wanted to look around to see if she could spot
Aggie, but she didn't. She knew how to follow
instiuctions.



Her bags arrived. by way of the service elevator
on the twenty-seventh floor, at the same time
she did. Money changed hands again before she
felt comtortable enough to lock the door. She
unlocked it ten nunutes later to adnut her sister
and a tall, mugcular-looking man.

Lizzie ignored the man, focusing on her twin
sister. "Aggie? Oh, my God, what happened to
you? Are you all niglit? You're sick, aren't you?
You have some incurable disease and your days
are numbered and that's why vou called me. Is
it contagious?"

"Shut up. Lizzie. I'm not sick, and I don't have
an mcurable disease.”

"That's a relief. I'd hug you. but vou look like
vou'll snap in two. What's wrong with you?
Don't tell me you went on some stupid diet and
this 1s the result. I don't want to hear that,
Aggre”



"This iz Alex Rossiter, a fiiend of mine."”

"Yeal, hi." Lizzie said as she led her sister over
to the king-size bed and plopped her dovn. She
herselt dropped to her knees., the spandex dress
hiking haltway up her rear end. Alex grinned at
the view, hoping to get a glimpse of the tattoo
Aggie had told hum about.

"Tell me everytlung.” She vanked at the blond
wig and tossed it across the room. She tinger-
combed her short. silky. brown hawnr until she
was satisfied that it felt right. "Everything
means everything, Agoie.”

Aggie was like a munaway tram as she spit out
the happenings of the last six months. ¥When
she wound down. she heaved a great sigh,

Lizzie was outraged as well as almost
speechless. "And vou're just now letting me
know all tlus. What if vou had died. Ageie?



How would I ever have known?" Fat tears
rolled down her cheeks, smearing her mascara
as she lmgeed her fragile-looking twin.

"Alex would have told you. I never listed you
on n1y application as next of ki or kin of any
kind. No one knows about you."”

"Wihiy? I tell miy fiiends my sister is a cop. Are
\ \ \ P
you ashamed of me?"

"Embarrassed 15 more like it. You lead an
exceptionally colortul life, Lizzie."

"T do. don't I? Orgeanic carrots. For God's sake,
wly?"

"Wy do you want to open a dive shop? I like
organic carrots. Thevre good for vour evesight.
Thev're really good if you add brown sugar and
make it kind of syrupy. That's what you got out
of evervthing I just saird?"



"I heard evervthing vou said. I conmutted it to
memory. It was the organic carvots that threw
me. I have to wear a shoulder holster? And
your clothes. When was the last tume you
updated that skimpy wardrobe of yours? What
am I supposed to do with those?" she said,
pomting to the tlwee suitcases. "I don't know
about the dog I never had a dog. What it it
doesn't like me? They poop. All right. all right.
I'll make the dog love me. Does i talk?" she
asked. jerking her head in Alex's direction.

"Yes, Ae talks. So. do you think you can handle
it?"

"Of cowrse I can handle it. There's nothing I
can't handle except mavbe your clothes. I'm
assumIng you are going to get a hamcut like
mine. How am I supposed to cover up my
fifteen extra pounds?"

"By going on a starvation diet for a week while



I eat evervthing under the sun. By the end of the
week we should be m sync. T'll put on weight,
and you'll take off weight. It's sumple."”

"T could go to jail for impersonating a police
officer.”

"Only if you get caught. It's up to you to see
that you don'’t get caught. Tlhis 1s your chance
to prove what you've always said, that you're
smarter than I am. Right now 1 have
lmutations, and I'm not so stupid that T don't
know what they are. My partner was killed. I
was almost Killed. My dog almost died. As
much as I hate to admut it. T can't cut it. T have
thiz cut feeling that tune i1s of the essence. I
don't know why. Know this, though: It vou o
to jail, so do L. and I do not want to spend even
one day mn jail. Do yvou understand that, Lizzie?
I have to leave now. I don't like leaving Gus
alone too long after all he's Deen through. I
want you to read tlwough everything m tlus



envelope I'm leaving for vou. Alex cut out all
the articles pertaining to that might. There are
pictures of the Big Tluee in there, so study
them caretilly. T'll be back tomorrow, and we'll
talk it all to death. I'll take you tlwough a day m
the life of a cop. Listen, Lizzie. all the bull
aside, this could be dangerous tfor vou. So
many things can go wrong Mavbe this 1:n't
such a good idea after all. T'll be so worried
about you."

"Stop it. Aggie. It's a good plan. I wish vou had
called me earlier. T would have been here m a
heartbeat. You know that, don't vou? I can do
it. I know I can. You can go off to plant vour
organic carots knowing vou lett vour case m
capable hands. Do I really embarrass you?"

'"Nah. I just said that to get a rise out of vou.
Hell. T admuire vour... illustrious career. You
even made me a nullionaire m the bargain.
Remember to wear that wig when you go out



and about. You can hang out at the two malls
across the street durmg the day to pass time if
you get bored. You're gomma love Phupps Mall."”

"Aggie, are you reaflv all right?"

"T'm really all right, Lizzie. Right now, I'm not
all right enough to do what I'm asking you to
do. Even I know I need the downtime. Like I
said. niy partner was killed. That's hard to take.
The slumls i going to dwell on that., especially
since we had a personal relationship for a
while. I haven't told him I'd already called it oft
before Tom got killed. Some mstinct told me
not to tell. T still have some bad moments. Oh, I
forgot to tell you that you have to check in
with that slwink twice a month. It's a piece of
calke. We'll go over that tomoirow, too. Thanks
for conmung, Lizzie." Aggie tlwew her arms
around her sister and hugged her fiercely.

"For vou., anyvtlung. Any good-looking auys



around here? Besides him,”" Lizzie said,
pointing to Alex. Alex's chest puffed out at the
compliment.

Aggie could feel herself start to bristle. "TI'm
gomg to pave the way for you to meet Nathan
Hawlk. You two deserve each other."

"Oool I like the way that sounds."”

"T'll see you tomorrow."

”B}'E.”

In the hallway waiting for the elevator, Aggie
looked up at Alex, and said. "Wipe that sappy
look ot vour face. She'd chew vou up and spit

you out mside of five nunutes. I saw you
looking at her butt."

"I was hopig to get a glimpse of her tattoo.”
He did lus best to wipe the grin off Ius face.



She sounded jealous. Mavbe she even cared
about him. Other than m a fiiendly way. He
rather thought that was a good thing.

"It's a danm purple-and-vellow butterfly.” she
snapped. "T draw you a picture of it when we
get home."”

"Testy. aren't we?" Alex asked with a snule.

She was on her knees in the garden planting a
bed of bright pink impatiens. Gus was lying in
the shade under an oak tree. The old oak
dripping with moss was the mam reason she'd
bouglit the house vears ago. It sat in the nuddle
of the yvard like a giant umbrella and shaded the
back end of the house during the hiutally hot
Aflanta sununers. She'd envisioned herself
sitting under 1t with a glass of lemonade. Tt had
never happened.



She half tuned when she sensed Gus getting to
hig feet. Hiz growl was low and deep. Scary-
sounding to anvone but her. He was looking at
her., waiting for a command. She shook her
head. her hand motioning for him to stay.
Trowel m hand, she walked over to the fence in
time to see Will Fargo, the evidence clerk.
walking around to the back of the house. From
where she was standing. she could see that the
double padlock on the stockade gate was in the
locked position.

"Agaie! It's me, Will. The department asked me
to bring this by. Dutch said he rode by the other
day and saw that you were putting flowers on
your porch. Youre on a twenty-four-hour
cruise patrol. We took up a collection.
Evervone signed the card.”

"That was nice of you... them." She reached up
to take a large basket of mixed flowers that
could be planted i the ground. "T don't even



know where the key 1s to unlock the gate” she

lied.

'"No problem. T have to get back to the station.
How're you dome, Aggie?"”

"Good, Will. T think T'll go back to work week
after next. I'm going to call the chiet later
today. They offered me ninety days, but I don't
need it. I can handle a desk job now."

He looked just like a ferret, all sharp angles and
points. He was tall. pencil-skimny. Bony with
sparse hair over an exceptionally lhugh and wide
forehead. His jaw jutted down to a point that
somehow seemed to meet the middle of lus
sharp-ended nose. His teeth were of the canine
variety, narrow and pomty at the ends. The
clothes hangmg on hig skimy frame were like
the ones hanging on her own Dbody. Mavbe
that's what happened to a person when he spent
ten howrs a day in a windowless room guarding



other people's property. Will usually worked
nights and slept the better part of the day. His
sallow complexion was a testament to lus
rarely seeing the sun. He looked startled at her
NEWS.

"Do you think that's wise, Agcie?"”

"Wise or not, I'm not going to sit around for
ninety days twiddling nry thinmbs. T want to find
out what happened to Tom. He was on to
something. He was a good cop. And a good
partner. I'm having a real hard time accepting
the tact that the force can't find the guys who
did this. Cop killers are... You should have
found them by now." Her wvoice wag so
vehement, it surprized her.

"Yeal. The whole department is in a funk. No
clues, no nothing. We've been on it twenty-
foursseven. It's a real nund bender. You were
the only one there. You and that dog!"



"You're nght. Will. We weren't supposed to
live erther, but we did. Miracle of miracles. T'll
work on it nrvzelt on my own tune. Tom was
nry partner. I owe lum that."

"Did you see or hear something, Aggie? What
do vou thmk vou could possibly find out that
the whole department couldn't tind?"

Aggie shrugeed. "You know how it iz when
you're shot up that bad. You aren't sure what's
real and what 't T1l... ah.. ferref it out. I
have Gus to help me." She almost langhed out
loud at Will's expression. "Gus was all over the
place that night betore they shot lum down.
He's never gomg to forget how those guys
simelled.”

Acgie watched as a small brown wren settled
itzelt on the tence. He appeared to be listening
to their conversation.



"T don't know what you think vou can do that
the whole department couldn't do." Fargo
aumbled.

"They weren't there. I was. Internal Affairs
cleared me. I'm still a tad upset that I had to o
tlhrough all that. You know, the suspicions, the
veiled accusations. Even when vou die in the
line of duty you have to put up with that
carbage, and that's what it was, garbage. You
euys should have been out there busting your
humps to find the people who killed Tom and
wounded me and Gus. It's been six months,
Will, and you have squat.”

"T can see you're the old Aggie. Dutch said you
were like the Lone Ranger. Buck Rogers, and
Tom Mix all rolled mto one.”

Acgie's face wore a fierce scowl. "Is that what
old Dutch said?"



"Aggie, if vou plan on gome back to work, you
might as well knoww nov. You're going to hear
it sooner or later anyway. Once you get off
desk duty, none of the guys want to partner
with vou.”

Aggie wondered if what Will said was true or
it he made 1t up on the spur of the moment to
hurt her. "That doesn't swrprize me. Guess
what, I don't need a partner. I have Gus. You
can go back and tell them for me that I'd rather
pick poop with the chickens than work with any
of them ever agam. When your own can't tind
cop killers, there's something #irty somewhere.
I'll tigure it out. You can take that to the bank."”

The brown wren moved farther down the fence
and was jomed by two other birds who looked
just like hinm. Now. all tlwee appeared to be
listening to the conversation, which was
starting to sound ngly.



"Acgie, what the hell are vou saving?" He
didn't bother to wait for a response. "Are you
saying the department isz duoty?” His sallow
complexion had turmed as white as some of the
flowers in the basket Aggoie was holding.

Aggie tumed away. "IAD cleared me. How
many @uys in the department do you think
could get a clean bill of health the way I did?
Well, Will, how many? You know what, on
second thought. take these danm flowers. I
don't want anything firom any of you." BRefore
Fargo could react. she litted the basket over the
fence and janumed 1t mto hig hands. "You can
go now, Will."

Gus squumed, but he didn't move as Will
Fargo walked away. shaking his head. "T know,
yvou want to chase his slkinny butt all the way
down the street. Not vet. big guy. Come on,
time for a break. How about some root beer.
You deserve it for sitting tight." The K-9's



reaction to Will and Dutch's drrve-bys was all
the corroboration she needed that the two of
them were somewhere in the alley that night.

The shepherd followed her up the steps to her
sinall back porch. He waited patiently wlile
Aggie opened two cans of root beer. She
poured his mto a bowl and swigged at her ovn.

She needed a cigarette. Neither she nor Alex
was a smoker, but on occagion they did smole.
Alex had lett some on the kitchen counter the
other day. She remembered seeing them. She
walked back mto the house, found them. and
carried them out to the back porch. She it up.
Gus finished his root beer and walked away. He
didn't like cigarette smoke. That was the main
reason she didn't smolke.

Aggie puffed on her cigarette and swigged at
the root beer ax her mind raced. Will Fargo was
probably already on the phone to hig buddies



Dutch and Joe. Mavbe she was gomg about this
all wrong. Maybe she should be concentrating
on Tom Madsen mstead of Dutch. Joe, and
Will. She could hop mn the car right now and go
to vizit Tom's parents. Fes, that's exactiy wiet
I'm going to do. Right now. "C'mon., Gus,
we're gome visiting."”

Four blocks south of Peachtree, she spotted the
tail. She snuled She drove steadily in stop-and-
go traffic before she ttuned mto a side street,
made a lett. two rights, and tinally slowed
dovwn on Exeter. The senior Madsens lived in a
vellow house with brovwn trim. They had a
swing on the front porch and a statue ot the
Virgm Mary in thewr flower earden. There were
two cars m the driveway, o that meant both
Virgmia and Gray MMadsen were home. M.
Madsen had retired last vear. She'd attended the
retirement party with Tom. She'd even had a
cood time as she recalled.



Gus at her side, she walked up the driveway to
the kitchen door and rang the bell. She could
see the neatlv-kept kitchen through the screen
door.

Virginia Madsen covered her heart with her
hands when she saw Aggie. Even tlwough the
screen. Aggie could see her eyes flood with
tears. "I have Gus with me, Mrs. Madsen. We
can talk out here if you don't want him in the
house."

"Nonsense. Tom loved that dog. Oh, honey,
Gray and I were just sick over what happened
to yvou and vour dog. After... atter the funeral,
we wanted to visit with you, but the departiment
said it wasn't a good 1dea. When I read in the
paper the other day that you were Dbeing
digcharged, T said to Gray. you watch. the
minute she's settled in, she'll come to see us.
Can I zet you a soft drink or some coffee?
Does the dog need anything?"”



"A soda pop would be nice. Gus is fine, don't
wolty about lum. It's so hot. and 1t isn't even
sunmer vet. I wanted to tell you how sorry I
am about Tom. I went out to the cemetery
yvesterday. It was so hard.”

"I know. dear. Gray and I go on Sunday
afternoons.”

Virgmia Madsen was a soccer ball of a woman.
Even her face was plump. Aggie loved her aray
topknot and wire-tmuned granny glasses. She
extiided motherhood. She was wearmg a loose
lavender-flowered dress and house slippers.

"Mrs. Madsen, did you hound the department
about Tom? I can't understand why they haven't
found the people who shot him. You know
what happens when a cop iz killed. They never
give up. But it appears to me they have given
up. It's been six months and they still don't have
aiy leads."”



Virgmia dabbed at the comers of her eves. "We
went down to the station every day. sometimes
twice. It was always the same response, "we're
doing evervthing we can.'"

"T don't believe that." Agaie said quuetly.

"Well, guess what, Aggie. Gray and I don't
believe it either. I told Gray as soon as you got
back vou'd tind out who killed our son. Tom
loved vou g0 much. Two weeks before... before
... he started coming by almost every day. Gray
sald something was on his mind, and he was
trying to ficure out a way to tell us. He never
did. I know miy boy. and he was troubled. T was
hoping you'd know what 1t was all about.”

If Tom was troubled, it could mean a variety of
things. Mavbe he'd wanted to tell them that he
and Aggie had broken up. Maybe he knew she'd
put m for a transter and wanted to talk to lus
parents about that. The third possibility was



that he wanted to confide m his parents about
what he either knew or suspected was going on
in the department.

"T wish I knew. Mrs. Madsen. That night is a
little vague m ny nund I remember Tom's
sayving it didn't smell night. T remember that
clear as a bell. T tried to help hum, T really did,
but then I got lut. I've come to the only
conclusion possible— we were et up. Do you
have Tom's things?"

"Yes. Gray made them tuwn evervthing over to
him that very might. Evervthing 15 m a box m
nry closet. Well, almost evervthing. We had a
breal-in shortly atter Tom... passed on. Gray
and T went to a senior citizens' meeting. and
that's when it happened. In broad davlight. I
have to say the police were here within minutes
when we called them. The only things they took
were my pearls and Gray's watch and twenty-
seven dollars Gray had lett on the dresser. They



even opened the box of Tom's things and
rununaged through it the way they rununaged
through the box of papers I keep on the top
shelf.

"T can show you Tom's things if vou like. T can
look at them and touch them now. I couldn't n
the beginning. Would you like something of
Tom's?"

She didn't, but she said. "Yes, perhaps his key
cham. I gave 1t to him for lug birthday last
vear." Virgiia nodded as she led the way down
a short hall and up the steps to the second
floor. She headed straight for her bedroom
closet, where she opened a Dbox that said
STAPLES on the side.

Aggie almost famted when she peered mside.
She immagmed she could smell Tom's
aftershave. When Virgnua said, "Ton's things."
Aggie had assumed it was things like lus keys,



his wallet, his watch and whatever was m his
locker at the station. She didn't expect to see
hig bloody clothes. She backed away. her face
wlute with shock.

"Oh, my dear. I'm so sony.” Virginia quickly
janumed the lid back on the box and led Aggie
back to the staws, her plump arms around her
shoulders. "Sit down, dear., and put your head
between your knees. I'm so sony. I didn't think.
I had the same reaction when Gray showed me

Tom's things. There was just o much
blood. T can't bear to tlwow the box away. and
yet I feel ghoulish keeping it."”

"Did T hear vou right before, Mis. Madsen,
when vou said almost everything was in the
box? Do vou have something of Tom's that vou
took out of the box?"

"Yes, his little notebook."”



Aggie's heart kicked up a beat as she looked
around the tidy little kitchen. It was homey and
cozy, with a areen fern hanging over the sk
and little clay pots of herbs on the windovvsill
Cheerful strawberry-patterned  wallpaper
adomed the wallg. Small tugs by the smk and
stove were the same color as the strawberries,
Even the salt and pepper shakers were ceramic
strawberries.  Vigia DMadsen must  like
strawberties.

She watched as Virgima walked over to the
counter. where there was a stack of coolbooks
propped up agamst the side of the refiigerator
that jutted out past the counter. She waddled
back to the table with a four-inch-thick Betty
Crocker cookbook. She snuled when she
twmned it over and flipped open the back of it.
Aggie looked down at a bulging pocket that
held recipes and a little notebook. "I knew you
would want this when vou came here. I hope
you can make more sense of it than Gray and I



could. It's gibberish to us."”

"T'll take it home and study 1t and compare it to
ny owi. Somebody ransacked my house wlule
I was away. My house 1z bugged. too. Just o
you know, Mrs. Madsen. Your son... Tom...
Tom was a good cop.”

"He said you were the best. He told his dad he'd
rather partner with you than any guy on the
force. Nothing would have made Gray and me
happier than to have you for our daughter-mn-
law."

Tears blured Aggie's vision. Tom  hadn't
confided that part of lus life to them. They
didn't know she'd severed the relationship. She
saw no reason to tell them now. She didn't
want to cast one 1ota of suspicion on then dead
son. Whichever way 1t playved out. the Madsens
as well as she would have to live with it.



Acgie finished her soda as they made small
talle. "Gray 12 going to be upset that he nussed
vou. A friend took lhum gelfing today. T like it
when he isn't under my feet all day. Retirement
isn't all they say it 15." She sighed. "I wish our
daughter didn't live so far away. Gray's pension
and social security only allow for one trip to
Washington state a  vyear. I muss the
arandcluldren. When Tom was alive he'd stop
by once or twice a weelk., and if he was oft’ on
Sundays, he'd always come to domer. For
Christmas last year. he gave us two ailine
tickets to Seattle. Gray and I couldn't have
asked for a better son."”

"Are you lonely, Mrs. Madsen?"

"Yes and no. Iread a lot. We go for walks. We
carden. Gray and I joined a senior citizens'
group. They're a bunch of s#ffs, T'm sonry to
say. They are so sedentary. Bingo isn't my idea
of a night out. I guess I shouldn't say things like



that. All the ladiex m my @roup want to do is
have Dbake sales so they can eat it all. gam
weight., and become even more sedentary.”

Aggie stood up. "Tll be back. I'm not sure
when, Mg, Madsen. If anyvone comes Dy, some
of the men trom the department. and they ask
you about me, don't tell them anything.
Whatever vou do, don't tell them about the
notebook.”

"We won't say a word. Call me if yvou need
anything, Gray and I are always here. I made a
Boston cream pie this mormme Would you
like to take some home?"

'"No thanks. I don't really have a sweet tooth.”
Aggie hugged the little woman., said good-bye,
and herded Gus out to the Honda. It was going
to be interesting to see if she had a tail on the
way back. Having Tom's notebook gave her a
siall amount of courage.



Mindful of the bug that was on the bottom of
the driver's side door, Aggie punched m Alex's
phone number on her stationary car phone. "Hi,
it's me. I was wondering if’ vou'd like to come
over for supper. I'm on my way home now and
should be there in thirty minutes or so. I went
to see Mr. and Mrs. Madsen, but Mr. Madsen
wasn't home. Virginia and I had a nice chat. She
nusses Tom terribly. He was her only son. She
told me he used to go home on Sundays tor
dinner if he was off. Listen to this. She told me
someone broke inte her house and stole her
pearls, her husband's watch, and fome money.
Why do people do things like that to older
people? Thev're barely squeaking by on M.
Madsen's pension and his social security.

"So., do you want to come for dimer or not?
You are not supposed to ask what I'm cooking.
Think of it ag a surprize. Six o'clock 1s fine. See



ya.

"How does chicken parm sound, Gus? I'll make
you some without the sauce. Tomato saice 1s
not good for dogs. T might even wlhip up a
dessert now that I don't have to count calories.”

Gus plopped both his paws on her shoulder and
nuzzled her neck. "T'm going to take that as
approval of my menun. I think I'm Demng
followed. Damn, I am. It's the same car that
followed me when we started out. Someone
must think I'm important enough to watch.
Wonder why?" Gus tweaked her ear. She
langhed.



Chapter Four

Lizzie Jade, AKA every name i the book,
paced the spacious suite of rooms.  She
alternated between excitement and diread. This
wag the day she was moving out of the Ritz-
Carlton and mto Aggie's house. Her agile brain
sifted and collated all the facts and directions
Aggie had janumed down her throat. Always a
quick study, she didn't think she would have
any trouble posing ag her sister. She hoped this
gig would be short-lived.

Atlanta was bormg. Just how nmch could one
person shop? She already had evervthing under
the sun. She wags also ticked off that nothing on
this gig was comped. She'd been spending her
own money left and right. It had been years
since she'd done that. If it wasn't fiee, she didn't
want any part of it. Whatever if was.

These last ten davs she'd been living like a



normal person, gomg to bed at ten o'clock and
getting up at seven to watch the early-morming
television shows, as opposed to gomg to bed
around four in the moming and sleeping till
late afternoon. She'd had no idea who Katie
Couric was until nine days ago. On top of that,
she'd lost nine pounds.

Lizzie plopped down on the love seat. Life
certainly wag strange. In a nullion years she
never would have thought she'd be sitting in a
suite of rooms at the Ritz-Carlton in Atlanta
while she waited to twmn into a cop. She felt
like Cinderella in reverse.

Her eves started to bum when she thought of
Aggie and how close she'd come to dving. They
were twing. Why hadn't she felt something,
anvthing, durmg that time of’ crisis? Normally
they were tuned to one another. Had she
become so self-centered. so into herself, that
she'd lost that special comnection to Agoie?



Was it time to stop and smell the roses?
Obviously the answer was yes.

Agoie was looking better with each passing
day. but Lizzie could tell that Aggie still didn't
have her old stamina and witality back. She
blinked back the tears that filled her eyes.
"Don't you woiry, Aggie, I'm going to kick ass
and take names later. I'm gomg to make this
come out right for you." she mumbled.

Lizzie looked down at the papers scattered over
the cottee table and floor. Her methodical mind
had put evervthing mto clwonological order as
she memorized each and every thing Ageie had
said was mnportant. Bamring any unforeseen
complications along the way, she felt contident
she could pull off the switch with no one the
wiser. She'd gone o far as to set up an escape
hatch known as Plan B. more for Aggie's sake
than her own, if the situation got really hot and
dangerous. She didn't want to think about Plan



B. At least not right now.

She would not be sony to leave tlus place. As
nice as it was, 1t was still a hotel suite. She
liked her ovwn things, didn't like living out of a
siiutcaze. The Dbottom line was she missed
Vegas and her exciting life. She sighed with
relief when her cell phone rang. Her greeting
was cuarded, her voice low. She literally
s(uealed when she heard her triend Noveen's
voice. They jabbered the way friends do about
everything and anything. "Gul, if vou can take
some time off. come stay with me for a while,
Bring the girls along. It'll be one big slumber
party. Not till next week, though. You will!
Great! No, no. I'm fine. I have to help out my
sister. Yeah, the cop. She got wounded, and I
didn't even know it. That's the way it ix. We
aren't gomng to be partying, Noreem. just
hanging out. Great, call me when vou know
what tune your tlight gets in."”



Lizzie dusted her hands dramatically. This was
one little secret Aggie didn't need to Lknow
about. Plus, the girls just nught come in handy.
All four were showenrls at the Mirage. Big-
busted, long-legged. and beautiful. Things were
looking up.

She started to pace agam as she waited for
Aggie, but tlus time there was more gusto to
her movements. Her cell phone rang agam. She
grimaced when she heard the voice on the other
end of the phone. This was going to be sticky.
"Hello. Mi. Papadopolus.” Usually, she called
him Papa or Pap. "Tm zomry vou've been
looking for me, Pap. I'm m Atlanta. My sister
managed to get herself’ shot up in a stakeout.
She's a cop. She needs me right now. Yes, that's
what T always say, family comes first. How
long will T be here? Ax long as she needs me.
She got shot up pretty bad." She listened. a
frown building between her brows. She bit
down on her lower lip at what she was hearing,



"I'd go for it, Pap. but this is cop temitory.
Gambling 1s not legal here as vou well know.
No. I can't fly back. My sister 1¢ depending on
me. Here! You want to set up a game jfrere! I
need to think about that, Pap. Really think
about that. How nuch? You're kidding, right?
You're not. How soon i soon? I'm not even
gomg to have tune to spit n the next two
weeks, The third weelk 12 iffy, but it might be
doable. Tell me how much agam. Hounnum, T
get back to you.”

Lizzie's heart was beating so fast she had to sit
down. Every cell in her body told her she could
pull off a lugh-stakes poker game. Every
corpuscle backed it up. If she "fessed up and
told Agcie, Aggie the cop would nix it. She
was Just prefending to be Aggie the cop. she
reminded herselt. Think Plen B, Lizzie. Think
Plem B.

Her heart was beating normally, and the color



was back in her face when Aggie arived thirty
numites later. "You're lookmmg good tlus
moring, Lizzie. You nmst have slept well.”

"T've never had so much sleep m nwv life. And
I've lost weight. I know every danm show there
is on television. I bet vou don't even know
Hardball comex on at five o'clock in the
moming. It's a rerun from the day before. I bet
you don't even know there's a cable network
news war going on either. That OReilly guy on
the Fox netwoik 15 a piece of work. He scares
me because I think like he does. T could do
what he does with more panache. I think I'm
gomeg to look into that when I get back to
Vegas."

Ageie had no idea what she was talking about.
"Are you ready?"”

"Honey, I've been ready from the mimute I got
here. Please don't make me go tlhrough the



whole thing again. I have it down pat. Trust me.
Thank God this 1s the last time I have to wear
this stupid wig. I'll meet you at the vet's, where
we will change clothes and the wig I will pick
up my new companion, Alice, whoe you said
would love me on sight. At that moment, I
become you and vou become me.

"Remember that tune you wanted me to switch
up with vou when Dad said he smelled
cigarette smoke on your clothes because you
were smoking behind the carage with Putts
Peters and Louie Molino? You said I was the
better fibber, so vou sent me in to do battle tor
youl. I didn't even have to lie. Well, technically
it was a lie. As I recall. you took a shower,
washed vour hair and brushed your teeth about
twenty tunes m the span of an hour. Ah. the
good old days. No reason to think it won't
work for us agam. Switching identities T mean.

" go straight to vour house, settle i, and



report to work DMonday momme In  the
meantime you are off on a lark wearing the
blond wig to raige organic carots wlule I
corral the bad guvs. See, I remembered
everything."”

"You screw this up, and I'll kill vou. Lizzie."

"Tust for that. I'm not gomge to tell you about a
auy I know who will buy all your danm organic
carrots. Sooner or later you're gomg to realize
it's not whatr you know, it's wio you know."
Lizzie siuftfed. She donned the blond wig

"Are you sure that friend you've been hanging
around with 1s gomng to pick up miy lnggage and
keep it till thig is over? I have some pricey.
high-end stuff in those bags. Just remember,
sister dear, you're on the hook for the contents.”

"T'm sure. Did vou check out?”



"T did 1t on the TV. They even brought up niy
change. They'll hold my bags till four o'clock.
What tune iz the fitend conung to pick them
up?”

"Any mimite now. Move yvour tail, Lizzie, and
let's get tlus show on the road.”

"Wait a minute, Aggie. Let's cut the bull, okay.
I'm a big girl. and I can take care of niyzelt. I'm
as good a shot as you are. I got niv brown belt
six months betore vou did. I'm vsed to walking
around with eves i the back of my head. You'll
make me really happy it vou tell me you're
gome to concentrate on those organic carrots
and stop worrving about me. I really do know
someone who will buy them firom vou when
it's tune to dig them up.

"T have my laptop. you have vours. Both are
new. €0 no one can tap inte then. Yet. NMail
from me to you goes to General Delivery. Both



of us are dealing strictly in cash from here on
in althougl I don't understand why, and at this
pomt it doesn't really matter to me. You're the
cop. Oh, ves. we check m using our cell
phones, too." Lizzie paused and loolked her
twm diectly m the eye. "And remember
everything I told you about Plan B!"

Aggie nodded solenmly.

"Okay, let's do it!" Lizzie held up her hand,
palm outward toward Aggie. who gave it a
resounding slap. "I know vou can do it, Lizzie.
I wouldn't have asked wvou otherwise. I'm
allowed to worry a little. YWere sisters,
remember.”

Lizzie Jade settled herself on the double chair
in Aggie’s living room, her new roonumate
Alice beside her. The dog looked at her



adormely before she lowered her head to lick at
her hand lightly. Lizzie scratched her behind the
ears the way Aggie told her to. The dog
wiggled closer. She felt warm and comfortable.

Woman and dog. Woman's best friend. Thines
could be worse,

Lizzie worked the remote control and finally
settled down to watch Hanmity and Colmes on
the Fox network. She'd heard all the news they
were rehashing earlier, but other than watching
a stupid sitcom there wasn't much else on the
tube that mterested her. Her thoughts started to
drift to the phone call she'd received at the
hotel from Anthony Papadopolus. She miglt be
able to pull 1t off with a little help firom her
fitends. It wasn't as if Ageie got a lot of
company who stopped by uninvited. She could
close the shutters, have the players arive
separately. A pretend party wasn't out of the
question 1 case the neighbors got nosy or



colleagues got curious. She was, after all, a
party girl. She trowned. She was a party il
Aggie was a stick i the mud, and no way could
she be considered a party girl. She trowned. She
needed to rethink her plan.

Alice's head jerked upright when Aggoie's phone
rang. Lizzie sucked m her breath as she
stretched out her arm to reach for Aggie's
cordless phone sitting next to the double chair,
She chirped a greeting, wonderig who she was
talking to.

"T wouldn't go to work on Monday if T were
youl, cutie-pie. Things have a way of happening
to nosy bitches like you." Lizzie blinked when
the dial tone buzzed m her ear.

"Ooolh, you're scaring me, vou creep.” Lizzie
replaced the phone and went back to watching
television. More to have something to do than
anvthing else, she stated to chamel swf.



Sensing her distress. Alice bellied onto her lap.

Lizzie stared bug-eyved at the shopper's chammel
when she saw a line of fiber-optic Christmas
trees being hawked. Christmas in May? It must
be a sale from December's lettovers. The phone
was i her hand as she was about to order one
of the twmkling trees for Aggie when she
remembered she wasn't supposed to use a
credit. card. The phone rang. Her greeting was
as cautious as before. The voice was different
but the message was the same. "Watch vour
back. lady, things happen when you're least
expecting 1t." The connection was broken
betore she could say a word other than hello.

Lizzie was off the chair m a heartbeat. Hanging
on a hook by the back door were a spare dog
leash and a whistle. Aggie must have used the
whistle to call Gus imto the house. She
removed 1t and hung it aronnd her neck.
IhMinutes later, she was back on the double chair



with Alice. She was just i time to see a big,
red SOLD OUT sien flash across the screen.
All the tiber optic trees were gone at half price.
They were now selling socket wrench sets,
obviously mother lettover, and marked down
70 percent. She wags all agog as the phone rang
again. She brought the whistle up to her mouth
and clenched 1t between her teeth. The moment
she picked up the phone, she let loose with one,
shrill, long blast. "How do you like that, you
bastard." she nmittered.

"Tt's okay. Alice, we're taking the phone off the
hook, and we're going to bed.”

Lizzie woke on Monday moming to a dismal,
aray day. A steady drizzle was falling outside as
she disengaged all tlwee locks on the back door
and vshered Alice outside. The dog did her
busmess and beelmed for the house. While the



coffee dripped. Lizzie fed the shepherd. She'd
bonded with the Gus look-alike in the short
time she'd had her and was now reluctant to
leave her behind on her first day of work. Agcgie
had assured her the dog would sleep while she
was at work and take care of herself. Just to be
on the safe side, Lizzie spread papers down by
the back door. She plaamed on coming home
for lunch, but she knew it things went awiy,
she nught not make it.

Her furst day as a cop.

Lizzie carried her coffee to the second floor,
where she showered and dressed. She hated the
feel of the shoulder holster. She hated guns
period.

She spooked herself when she looked mto the
long muror hangmg on the back of the
batlwoom door. She telt snme knowing she was
gomg to fool Aggie's colleagues. Fifteen



nunutes later, just as she was about to go out
the tront door. the phone rang. She reached tor
the whistle but thought better of it. She made
her voice light and cheertul.

”A‘i_{giﬂ?”
" eg M

"Tt's Nathan Hawk. I know vou're on your way
out. How about lunch today?"

"Well. hello there, Nathan. I have to come
home for lunch today to let Gus out. I can
make us both a sandwich if you want. Olkay,
how does twelve-thuty sound? Good, Tl see
you then."”

Nice voice. Virile-sounding. Aggie said he was
tall and good-lookme. She zaid he worked out
faithtully and ran five to ten miles every
morming. And, she'd gone on to say he had a



different girlfiiend for every dav of the week.
Nathan had integrity and never wrote anything
he couldn't back up with two or three reliable
sources. Nathan didn't tit into any gray areas. It
was either Dblack or wlute where he was
concerned. And then her final aszessment of
Nathan Hawlk. The guy's sharp. so don't try
pulling arvthing over on him. Well, there was
sharp. and then there was siwwp. She herself
was no slouch m the sharp department. Lizzie
wondered 1t Hawlk's professional attitude
carried mto his personal lite as well.

Lizzie spent another few minutes tussling with
Alice before she grabbed an umbrella and left
the house. Yesterday she'd taken a diy mn to
see how much time she needed to allot herself
for the diive to work m the morming. Eighteen
nunutes  with  light trattfic. Twenty-seven
minutes with normal Monday moming trattic.

Today she wore a light gray pantsuit whose



label said Talbots. Talbots, for God's sake. The
jacket was loose enough to cover the gun and
holster and to cover the extra pounds on her
fimme. The hamstyle that she'd gotten betore
leaving Vegas, the one that Aggie now sported,
was sleel and trim. All she had to do was 1un
her fingers through 1t and voila, casual to the
nth dearee. Even thongh Acgie wasn't big on
daytime makeup, Lizzie had applied it skilltully
thiz morming. She looked the picture of vibrant
good health. Actually, she looked like a force
to be reckoned with.

Lizzie parked the car, slid out, and opened her
umbrella. Her fellow officers were evervwhere.
She didn't know if she was supposed to know
them or not. She nodded to some, waved.
snuled. and kept up her steady pace to get
ingide, out of the ram.

Inside, she removed her ramcoat. shook it out,
and wallked down the hall. She heard halthearted



— at least to her ears they sounded
halthearted— welcome back wreetings. She
nodded and smiled as she found her way to the
cluef's office. She lknocked politely and was
told to enter.

Her heart thumped mside her chest as she
waited for her boss. whom Aggie said she
liked, to give her her orders. "How are you this
rainy day. Detective Jade?"

"Achy, sir, but they told me nxy bones would
feel the dampness. I imagine I'll be a barometer
from here on m."

"How's the dog. Aggie?"

Calling her Ageie meant he was being personal.
Aggie waid it he called her Detective Jade or
just Jade, it meant he was sertous and to watch
what she said.



"Glad to be home, sir. Like me, he's adjusting
nicely. I'm thinkme of getting lum a
companion. Chief?"

”‘E[TES. "

"Can you tell me why Tom's killers haven't
been found? Are we sweeping hun under the
rug?"

"I don't want to hear any talk like that,
Detective Jade. Nobody 1z sweeping anything
airywhere. We have exhausted every single lead
that came our way. The case has not been
closed. You look a lot better than you did two
weeks ago. Jade." the chief said, peering at her
over the rim of lis reading glasses.

"Thank you. sir. Where do I report in?"

"You sound like you're n a lnury, Jade."”



Lizzie looked around the windowless room. It
was a tidy room to a pomt. Desk, tlwee chairs,
two luge filing cabinets, the requisite green
plant with vellow leaves, a coatrack., and a
wastebasket. The cluef of detectives looked
munpled and messy, almost like he had slept in
his clothes. He was freshly shaven, though.

"It's been xix and a half months, sir. T nussed
this old place." Liar, liar, pants on fire.

"Tade. you better not be harborig any thoughts
of tumning mto a one-woman., one-dog vigilante
tean. You're working the property roon. Will
Fargo was mvolved m a head-on collizion
sometime last might. We don't know it he'll
make it o1 not. It he does, he's going to be out a
very long tume. Half the force 15 out with some
kind of mtestmal bug that lasts at least five
days. I don't want you getting any ideas that I'm
sticking vou there because no one wants to
work with vou. I heard those mumors, and



there's nothing to them. You're one of the best,
Jade, and your fellow officers don't have a
problem with you."”

"Yes. su." There really was a God. Not that she
ever doubted it, but at times she needed a sign,
something solid to go by. She could hardly wait
to go home to e-mail Aggie and tell her where
she'd ended up. Agsie would know what she
was supposed to look for.

"You're still standing there, Jade. Get to work,
It's good to have you back, Ageie A big paw
of a hand shot out. Lizzie grasped it and gave it
a bone-crushing shake.

"It's all those mitrients and vitaming they made
me take." She grinned as the cluef tlexed lus

fingers.

"Go on. get outta here.”



They were tiving not to stare at her, but she was
aware of everyone's sudden busyness. Wiy? All
Aggie had done wag alimost get herself and her
dog killed. Tt wasn't her faunlt that some jerk
killed Tom Madsen. Her head held high, she
entered the rest room. not becanse she had to
use it but Aggie had told her there was a map
of the entie precinct office taped to the wall
Since she had no idea where the property room
was, she needed to find it ASAP.

Of course it was in the basement. away from
everything. The hallway was dak. the property
room well lit. with a locked door and a wire
arille over the desk platform. There was just
enough room to shove evidence under the
arille, where the property clerk logged it in, at
which point the officer and the clek Dboth
signed a form i triplicate, one of which was
attached to whatever was bemg mpounded.

"Well. hello there, Officer Callahan. I'm



Detective Agnes Jade." She held up her shield
s0 he could study it carefully. "Chiet Shay
assigned me to this duty. I guess you're to
report to the chief.”

"It's all vours, Detective. I hope you brought a
boolk along to read or at least a newspaper. Did
youl hear anything about Otficer Fargo?"

"Only that he was involved in a bad accident. I
don't know 1t he was on lus way to work or on
his way home."

"He was on lus way in. He had the nudmght
shift. They called me m on miy day off. It's been
a (quiet meht. Days now are something elge.”
He tossed her a rmg of keys and lett the
property roon. Aggie munediately locked the
door.

It was a room of a thousand smells, none
definable.



Her home away from home for eight hours a
day.

Lizzie settled herself for the day ahead. She was
ready to scream her head off when the noon
howr rolled around. She was also 20 ready to
leave the confining room, she tripped over her
own feet i1 her haste to lock up and exit the
building. Even a rainy. dismal dav was better
than that room.

The traffic was light considering the weather,
which surprized her. She stopped at the Atlanta
Bread Company, which Aggie said had the best
sandwiches m all of Atlanta. She picked up two
pastranus on rve and a pound of roast beet and
liverwurst for Alice. She needed a feyw nunutes
to e-mail Acgie Dbetore her luncheon guest
arrived,

Lizzie snuled when she approached the fiont
door. Alice's bark sounded joviul to her ears.



Inside, she dropped to her knees to fondle the
big shepherd. who seemed more mterested in
her than the sandsviches in her bag. Tlis had to
be true anumal love. She decided she liked the
feeling.

In less than eight nunutes, Lizzie had the table
set, Alice's plate ready. and she'd signed ott the
computer, her message to Aggie on its way. All
she had to do now was wait for her auest.

Alice was at the door the moment the reporter
pulled mto the diiveway. She looked at Lizzie,
then at the door., uncertamn what she should do.
"It's okay, Alice. For now we have to accept
him as a friend" The minute the doorbell
clumed. she undid the tlwee new locks on the
front door. She pulled it open. "Well, hi there,
Nathan., nice to see you agam. How's it going?”
A k.

He was tall and nmscular. What wag that



wicked gleam m lus eye? Whatever 1t was, she
liked 1t. Sharp. cliseled featwres. GO good
looks. She wondered how Aggie had ever let
this guy get away from her? Dak blond hair,
no receding hamline. A definite plus in her
book. Just the right sun-bronzed tone to lus
skin. And lus pearly whites, alh. they gleamed.
Sexy. With a capital S0 Oh, yeah. Like Acgie
said. play it out and see where it goes.

"You're looking' good. Aggie. T missed you. I
tried to call you at the rehab center. but they
wouldn't put my calls through. I'm sorry about
your partner. Hey, there, Gus, give me vour
paw."

Alice looked up at the tall man and backed
away to press herself agamst Lizzie's legs.

"Gus... Gus isn't... quite the same." Lizzie said
lamely.



"T can see that. Looks like he lost some weight.
You sure look a lot better than you did on that
interview a couple of weeks ago."

"US-lmh. Gus and T are... we're eating and
sleeping a lot better. Being home makes a big
difference.”

Nathan looked around. "Speaking of home, did
vou redecorate? It looks different. Everything
looks new. ”

Lizzie motioned for Alice to go ahead of her as
she led the way mto the kitchen. "T had no other
choice. While T was away, someone broke in
here and destroved evervthing." Lizzie saw the
reporter’s mvisible antenna go up. Aggoie was
right. He was a hotter all right. He looked like
he knew it. too. Well, she knew how to handle
auys who were full of themselves. Damint, I'in
stipposed to be Aggie, and Aggie doesn't care
abont Nathenr Henrk, She waited for him to sit



down before she said. "Coffee or soda pop?”

"Cotfee. What were they looking for, Acgie?”
Lizzie sluugged. She set the cotfee mug m
firont of lum and proceeded to unwrap the
sandwiches from the Atlanta Bread Company.

Lizzie set the paper plate with Alice's food on
the floor. Alice didn't touch it until Nathan
looked away. "I thought vou guys would be
like white on rice looking for Tom's killers. Six
months 15 a long tune not to find cop killers. I
expected more trom vou. Nathan, What
happened to those bulldog tendencies of
yours?"

Nathan looked across at Lizzie. His slate gray
eves were (uestionme. "Were you having an
affair with Tom Madsen?"

He was sharp. "That's none of vour business,
Nathan., and don't ask me that again, or I'm



gome to ask for chapter and verse on all those
women you have on the string. How do you
juggle them?"

Nathan threw his head back and laughed. It was
a nice szound. DManly. Tlusz was a man
comfortable m lus own skin. "Very carefully.”
was lig response. Lizzie snoited. a very
unsaddle sound.

"Will Fargo was involved m an accident last
night. He worked the propety room. With
some virus going around. halt the force 1% out
50 the chief assigned me to lis job."

"And this would be of mterest to me...
becanse?"

"T thought vou were a reporter. Fiaure 1t out.”
Lizzie snapped.

Nathan looked at the kitchen door. "Are those



three locks new? I noticed there were tliree on
the front door. too."”

"Gee, I guess you are a reporter after all. The
answer is ves and no. Whoever broke m here
had a key. No. Tom ©Madsen did not have a key.
My kevs were in my purse in my car m the
impound lot. Look, you called me for a reason,
What ig it vou want?"

"When did you acquire this brand-new attitude,
Aggie? Not that it isn't becoming.”" He grinned
at the look of surprise on Lizzie's face. "It 1t's a
new vou, I like 1t."

Lizzie looked across the table at the reporter.
He was Brooks Brothers from head to toe,
right down to the tasseled loaters. He wore lus
clothes like they were custom-made tor his
long, lean fiame. It was his face, thougl, finely
cluseled. and lus alert dark eyes that drew her to
him. She knew if she ever got involved with



this man. he would be able to mesmerize her
with hix eyves. "When someone tried to kill me
and niy dog, that's when. It you have something
to say. say it or get the hell out of niy house.”

"You're a spitfire, too. How come you'd never
go out with me, Aggie?”

"Because I'm smarter than you, and you think
you're God's aift to women. On top of that
you're an obnoxious on of a bitch." Suddenly
Lizzie's appetite was gone, and Alice wasn't
likmg the direction the conversation was
taking. She growled, her fiont paws slapping at
the tile on the floor.

"Whoa, Detective Jade. Back up there for a
minute. We can argue smarts anytime you
want. T think T can hold my own agamst you.
You shouldn't believe all the rumors vou hear.
You really don't know anything about me other
than rumors, and you know what they say about



munaors. I do not have a different woman every
day of the week. T've had one long-term
relationship that Iut the skids. I date on
occasion. Dimer or a movie. I do not hop
the sack with every woman I take to dinner. It's
not my fault women find me attractive. It gets
wearying to have women chase you when vou
aren't interested. I was always interested in you,
Aggie”

Lizzie sniffed. pleased with this piece of
information. "That's more than I wanted or
needed to know. It you aren't going to tell me
the reason for this visit, you nught as well
leave. I have to get back to work."

Nathan looked down at Alice and frowned.
"That dog used to like me. I think vou were set
up, Aggie. I think your partner knew what was
gome on. I've been working on this steadily but
can't pm anything down. It's that damn Dblue
wall you cuys deny is out there."”



Lizzie's heart took on an extra beat. She
snorted. "T know we were set up. It didn't go
down on gchedule. We were just about ready to
call it off. T don't remember which one of us
satd 1t first. T thunk 1t was Tom. He said it didn't
smeli right. T knew I wags tlhunking it at the same
time. Mavbe I said 1t. but I really don't
remember. Someone broke ito the MMadsens'
houge, did you know that?"

"Yeal. I even talked to them. Mrs. Madsen said
the only things they took were her pearls and
her lmsband's watch and a tfew dollars.
Neighborhood thett, that kind of thing It
happens.”

"Did Mrs. Madsen tell vou they went tlwough
Tom's box of things, which was m her closet?
Did she tell vou she lud Ius personal
notebook?"”

'ND."



"Well. she told me. and she also gave me the
notebook. T kept a log mivself. I'm goimg to
work on it to match up the entries. Now who's
the smart one?"

"So that's what they were looking for? Your
work notes. T more or less wondered about
that. Most cops keep a notebook just like
reporters do. Aggoie, whatever you do. don't
share that with anyvone in vour departinent. If
you're not doing anything this evenng, let's get
together and worlk on it. How about dinner?”

"I can't leave Gus by lumself after he's been
alone all day. If you want to come over this
evening and Hring dinmer with vou., it's okay.
By the way, the house 15 bugged. but I dizabled
them. And Will Fargo came by with a basket of
flowers that I shoved in lus face. Dutch Davis
did a drive-by the day atter I got home. They
want me to thik they're looking out for me.
They expected me to die that might." She shook



her head and stood up. "I have to leave now, or
I'll be late. So. are you coming tonight or not?"”
She held her breath, hoping the response was
yes. This auy could definitely grow on her.

"Sure. Chinese at seven okay with you? If we
crack this, I get the exclusive, right?"

"Yeal. Seven is good. and Chinese is okay."
She gave an mward sigh of velief.

Nathan stood up and slimeged mto s
ramcoat. "You're ditferent. Aggie. T can't quite
put my finger on what 1t 1s, but I like the new
you. I really do.”

Aggie slimgeed as her stomach tied itself mto a
knot. "A near-death experience will do that to a
person. It's a given that I wouldn't come out of
that the same as before it happened. Even Gus
changed. You picked up on it yourselt. Don't
knock vourselt out tiving to figure it out.”



Danm., she'd wanted her response to be a little
more tlippant, a little more blaseé. Instead it
had come out as angry and defiant.

"No. it's something else. T just can't put my
finger on it right now. I will. thougl. T think I'll
go over to the hospital to check on Will Fargo.
Take it easy. Aggie."

"Yeal. you, too. If vou find out anything, call
me."

It was a three-story aray fields tone fammhouse
weathered by vears of sun and the elements.
You could see it trom the road even though the
weeds were chest lugh. The late-afternoon
sunshine shimmered on the diamond-shaped
windows. A sign hung at the end of what was
probably once the main driveway. Alex pomted
to it. The lettering was faded from the elements



but still decipherable. Spring Willow Farm.

They'd arrived late on Saturday and spent all
day Sunday cleammng and dusting the house.
They hadn't left the house until this moming to
buy supplies.

"This 1% the nuddle of nowhere, Aggie. Your
neighbors are nules away."

"T know. Lizzie and I came here once right after
we mmherited it. We wanted to see it we should
keep it and pay the taxes or sell it. It's fifty
acres. There's even farm equipment in the bam
although I don't know if any of it works. We
decided to keep it and split the taxes and the
insirance bills. They g@row a lot of com and
buckwheat around here. T have to get these
seeds into the ground.

"I wonder how Lizzie 1z domg? You don't
think amything will happen to her, do you,



Alex? This 1z her fust day on the job. I'm
hoping she goeg home for lunch and e-mails
me."

"Your sister looked like a tough cookie to me.
I think she can hold her ovwin. It you're going to
stew and fret. we nught as well go back."”

"T'm not going to stew and fret. She's my sister,
I have a right to worry about her. She's never
been shy about openimng her mouth. I'm just
worried she's gome to say the wrong thing to
the wrong person. Danm. I wizh I knew where
the clief 1z going to aszign her. Lizzie doesn't
like to take orders, she likes to géive them."”

Alex looked at the area they'd walked off,
which was to be Aggie’s truck garden. "US-
huh. Okay, Detective Jade, let's get on with
your new career and get these seeds mto the
around.”



Aggie beamed her pleasure. "It's nice out here,
isn't it. Alex? The air 18 clean and fresh., the sky
is blue. There's no smog. There aren't any cops,
just a sheritt.”

"T don't think I could live year-ronnd m a place
like this, Aggie. I need more life, more sound,
more color."”

She did. too, but she wasn't gomg to adnut it
Short-term was just fine. She pomted to the
Rototiller and tossed lum a packet of seeds.
She grinned, both her thumbs shooting m the
air.

Aggie Jade was on aroll



Chapter Five

Lizzie's afternoon was just as boring as her
moring until ten nunutes before she was to go
ottt duty. She knew who the big detective was
the minute he entered the umpound room. The
pictires Aggie had showed her of the
lnmbering Dutch Davig didn't do him justice.

When she was a child, her mother had told both
her and Aggie there was no such thing as an
ugly person. She had lied.

Dutch Davis was one of the ugliest people
she'd ever laid eves on. and she had laid eves on
many such people while living in Las Vegas.
His stature alone was cause tor alarm. He had
to be at least six-toot-five. And he wasn't just
fat. he wag gpongy fat. It was alimost unpossible
to see his mean little eyves m the folds and
creases that lined his moonlike face. His nose
was broad and flat as it it had been broken one



too many tiumes and never healed properly. Lips
that were big and rubbery revealed teeth that
were pitted and cimamon-colored. If that
wasn't bad enough, half’ of lus left ear was
nussmg. He looked and sounded like a
thumping barrel as he tundled down the
hallway. The floor quivered under his weiglt.
Lizzie felt a slmdder ripple up fiom her toes.

She schooled her voice to neutrality. "Detective
Davis. nice to see you again. How's 1t going?"”

"It's going. How'd you manage to wrangle this
cushy deal?" A beefy arm waved to indicate the
evidence room.

"Dumb luck, T guess. T heard Will Fargo had an
accident last night. Then the chief said halt the
staff 15 out with some kind ot mtestinal bug. I
thinkk T'm just filling m mntil they can find a
replacement for Will. T understand he was Innt
badly. Have vou heard anything?"



Dutch slapped a plastic bag with a knife inside
under the erill. His voice when he spoke was a
rich-sounding baritone, a direct contrast to his
ominous appearance. "I need to log this in,
Jade. T heard the same thing about ¥Will but
don't lnow anything else. So. yvou're the keeper
of the keys." He pointed to the vault that took
up half the room. It was where the department
held contiscated diugs and money.

"During the day I am. I was just gome off duty.
Sign the tform. Dutch, and I'll log in the
evidence.”

"I thoueht vou'd take the whole ninety days,
Jade. Are you some kind of weirdo? YWho gives
up nmety days with pay to retum to worlk?"

Lizzie looked up from the form she was
eyeballing. "People like me, who can't accept
the department’s mvestigation mto Tom
Madsen's nuuwder. It was such a high-profile



case. You cuys let it get cold. I need someone
to explain that to me."”

Dutch's mean little eyes cot meaner. "Are vou
saying what I think vou're sayving, Jade?"

Lizzie fixed her gaze on lim. Fifty more
pounds ad he could have been a sumo
wrestler. He was sweating. "Yes."

"You could make some serious enenues saving
things like that, Detective Jade. We all busted
our asses trving to find out what happened that
night. Were still busting owr asgex on
department time and on our own tume. Do you
think you can do better?"

Lizzie heard her replacement walking down the
hall. She felt dizzy with relief when she
unlocked the door, turned the keys over to Jim
Windsor, and started to exit what everyone
called the Fort Knox Cage.



She knew right away that Dutch Davis wasn't
gome to move out of her way. She moved to
the night, he moved to the night. She
sidestepped to the leti. he moved lett. Dutch
Davis was one of those cops who didn't believe
women had the right to be cops, and all the
sensitivity classes i the world weren't gomng to
change his thinking. He was a Neanderthal mn
more ways than one. Intinudation wasn't
something Lizzie subscribed to. "Do you nund
moving, Detective Davis? I'm i a bit of a
hurry.”

He numicked her. an vugly look on his face.
Lizzie sighed. "We can do it the easy way or the
hard way. Detective Davis. Which 1z 1t?"

"Oool. oool. let's do it the hard way, Detective
Tade." Daviz mocked her.

"This 1s the last time I'm going to tell vou,
either you move that fat ass of yours, Davis, or



I'll have to mowve it for vou." Lizzie said
sweetly. She could teel her heart thumping way
too fast inside her chest. Way too fast.

He laughed. an vgly sound that matched the
ugly look on his tace. The laugh went witl lus
appearance unlike hig voice. "You and what
anry?" Out of the comer of her eve Acgie
could see Jum Windsor's hand go to the
telephone.

Her voice was still sweet when she said. "Me
and no army." He laughed agam. the same ugly
sound. That meant he wasn't going to move. In
the blink of an eye., Lizzie's teet lett the around
as she literally pirouetted in midair before her
leg slanumed straight out into Davis's
midsection. Her clenched fists came down on
hig shoulder with such force, his lunch spewed
across the floor. Lizzie stepped over and past
the mess. She tiuned to loolk at Jun Windsor,
whose mouth was hanging open in stunned



stprise. She slungged for lus benefit, saving n
the same sweet voice, "You heard me asking
him to move." She leaned down., grabbed a
hank of Dutch's haw. and jerked his head
backward. "Get it through your head. I'm the
last person you want to go toe to toe with,
Dutch."”

She dusted her hands dramatically. And, I not
ever o cop. Lizzie could feel her heart beating
a mile a nunte as she signed out and headed
for the fiont door, where she plowed into
Nathan Hawlk. She nmunbled something but
kept on going. rain sluicimg all avound her. She
was drenched by the time she got to her car.
She had to get out of there now. Decking
Dutch Daviz was probably a really stupid
mistake.

Nathan opened the passenger-side door on the
run and literally fell mto the car as Lizzie
pulled away, her tires screeching on the wet



asphalt, one of his lees dangling outside until
Lizzie slowed the car,

"Did somebody steal vour hawn spray?” he
gasped as he righted lumselt. buckled the seat
belt, and straightened out lus legs.

"Worse than that. T decked Dutch Davis m the
eviderice room.”

Hawlk stared at Lizzie m disbelief. "As mn he it
the floor? I know that guy, he must weigh
around three hundred pounds. Jesus."”

"He's all blubbery fat, but veal, as in he hit the
floor. Then I chopped at lus shoulder. T nught
have broken it. I heard a fiunny kind of noise,
but then 1t could have just been hun pulking all
over the tloor.”

"Remind me never to make vou mad. By the
way., where are we going?"



Lizzie kept her gaze on the ram-slicked
higlhway. "T'm gomg home. You hopped i my
car, so I guess that means youre going home
with me. I thought you were bringing dinner
later thiz evening. Don't tell me you're one of
thoze guys who amrives early and stavs all
niglt."”

"Only when I'm invited. I'm talking about the
all-night part. But to answer your question, nry
nose told me there was a story to your bolting
out of the station. I am bringing dumer, but
that's later. This 1s a good way for us to spend
some guadity time together. You know. Aggie,
I might be able to help you. I've been on tlus
case since it went down. If we pool our talents,
we might get a bead on what happened. Just
give me some kind of waming if T'm pissing
you off, okay? You swre are different these
davs. You were never lean and mean like this
betore. It takes a little getting used to."



Lizzie frowned. Obviously. she was acting i a
manner that was raising red tlags. Aggie would
have a fit if she ever found out. She made a
mental note to tone dowvwn her rash behavior.
"T'd never almost been killed before. My dog
was almost Killed. My partner weas killed. I
think that nught explain any behavioral change
you're noticing. Wouldn't you agree?"

"Well. veal. but it's more than that. It's not like
we spent a lot of time together where I conld
study you. Madsen was always around. You
used to snule a lot. T always thought you had a
nice smile. I kind of thought that m private lite
you nught be one of those warm., tuzzy people
you hear about. I particularly liked that little
crooked tooth of yours.”

Oh shit. "Some of my teeth got chipped and
they capped them while I wag m rehab. T think it
happened when I hit the concrete. I really don't
remember anything other than having a sore



tongue from where the broken teeth kept
mbbmeg. Imagme you noticing something like
that." Liesr, fieer, peiis on fire.

"I''m a reporter. I'm paid to notice stuff like
that. It was a little personal. too. I wanted to
ask you out a couple of times, but you were
involved with Madsen."

Lizzie took her eves off the road for a split
second. "I never knew that. Nathan."

The reporter looked embarrassed. "I didn't
exactly shout it from the treetops. Agaie. T did
make discreet meuiries, but evervone said you
were mvolved. Would you have gone out with
me?"

"Yeal. Tom and I broke up tlree months before

vou know, before... We were on iffy
ground tor six months prior to that. Thad put m
for a transter becamsze owr relationship was



starting to throw off miy timmmg where our
partnership was concemmed. I'm not sure it he
knew about the transter or not. When the
transfer came through, and the chiet assured me
it would, T was just gomg to say good-bye and
move on. It's wewd. Sometunes when I allow
myself to think about it, T think he knew, and
other tumes, I'm not sure. Can we talk about
something elze?"”

"Well sure.” Nathan said affably. "How do you
like this lovely spring weather?"

Lizzie risked a quick glance sideways just in
time to see a wiry arin on the reporter’s face.
Tongue-m-cheek, she said, "T'm loving it. We
need the ram. It's supposed to get cold tomglit.
Cold enough to make a fire. I love a good fire.”

"With popcorn?”

Lizzie tapped her hom lightly at a Saturn that



appeared to be stalled. The driver rolled down
his window and motioned her to move around
his velucle. She did. "I like popcomn. I don't
think T have any. though."”

"T like the fluffies. The ones that pop furst. Lots
of butter and salt. Great roughage.”

Lizzie laughed. "Me, too. Guess I won't have to
water all the new plants for a few davs." she
said as she swerved mto her driveway. Aggie
had told her Nathan lived m a condo. "How do
you like condo living? I would have taken vou
for a baclyard barbecue man."”

"T'im strictly a takeout man. I can make coffee
and boil an egg or mavbe make some toast, but
that's about it. I don't starve.”

Minutes later, Lizzie stretched her neck to look
in the backseat. "T forgot and left my umbrella
back at the station. We have to run for it. T can



put your clothes in the diver” she said,
swerving into her driveway on two wheels.

Nathan clutched the strap overhead. hus breath
exploding out of lus mouth betore he stepped
out of the car. Cops, with then defensive-
driving technicues.

Lizzie stifled her laughter. She was sure that
when he lett higz house earlier in the day he'd
looked all creased and polished. Now he
looked mussed and wrinkled m his khalkis and a
pale blue button-down shit.

"Tt's a war ram. Did yvou ever take a walk i a
spring rain, Aggie?"”

To Lizzie's ears it sounded like the most
important question in the world. He appeared
to be waiting for her responge. She wasn't sure
it he was holding his breath or not. "T guess I
did when T was a kid. but what comes to mind



more than anything was stomping i puddles.
As an adult, no. I can't remember ever taking a
walk m the ram. Isn't that something lovers
do?" She looked up at lum, a wicked gleam in
her eve. "Was that a trick question. or was that
your way of asking me to go for a walk i the
rain?"

"I saw some really great puddles farther down
the road. Wanna give it a shot?"

"Well. sure. Nathan but let me get... Gus first.
Were they big puddles?” she called over her
shoulder.”

"Oh yealh."

"Then I'm vour girl.” Lizzie unlocked the front
door and wlistled for Alice, who came on the
mm. She kicked off her shoes and hung her
jacket on the dooiknob. Alice bounded ahead
of her and down the steps, where she skidded to



a stop in front of Nathan. She arowled deep n
her throat.

Nathan backed up a few steps. "What's with
that dog. Aggie? He used to like me."

"He's just...sc/izv these days. They called lum
a loose cannon at the station. He has a right to
be suspicious of evervone these davs. You said
something about some Hig puddles.”

Nathan reached for her hand. "This 1s what you
have to do. We run really tast so we kind of
plop into the puddle and the water shoots up in
every direction. You got 1t?"

Lizzie wondered how she looked with her head
soaked and her clothes plastered to her body.
Nathan looked good. Messy but good. "Hey, I
was a master jumper m nry kid days. Okay. I'm
ready!"



Off they went, skinmung down the street to a
huge puddle at the curb. Lizzie lut it fust. the
dirty water rocketing upward to soak Nathan's
pale blue shut. Nathan made a bigger splash
because he was wearing loaters. Lizzie laughed
with glee. So did Nathan. They spun around,
stomped the water until the puddle was just a
trickle of water.

Alice barked. They 1gnored her until the
barking became more trenzied. Over and above
the sound of the pourme rain Lizzie could hear
the sound of a car accelerating. It didn't sound
right to her ears, and unless she was wrong. it
was bearing down on them at an ungodly rate
of speed for a quiet neighborhood street. When
she looked over her shoulder, horror spread
across her face,

"Hit the deck!” she screamed. She knew that
Nathan was alongside her as she made a flying
dive for a patch of arass at the end of the



sidewalk. Nathan was half on top of her. the
other half of him on the @rass. He was so close
she could smell hig minty breath. She raised her
head to see if the car would make a second 1un
at them. All she could see were two dots of red
from the taillights as 1t careened down the
street i the pouring rain.

Alice trembled as she pressed her snout into
Lizzie's neck to make sure she was all right.

"That bastard jumped the curb, and don't try
telling me he skidded either.” Nathan bellowed,

the words literally exploding from his mouth.

"Why would I tell vou something stupid like
that?" Lizzie gasped.

"Did you get a license munber?"

'"No. It happened too quick. a dark car, older
model. That's all T saw."”



"Thev're trymg to kill you. aren't they?"

"Yeah. Yeah. they are. Come on. let's go home.
Thank God for... Gus. It he hadin't barked. that
bastard would have 1 us over."

Lying on the ground. Nathan had a clear view
of Alice's underbelly. "T thought Gus was a boy
dog."

Oh shit! "Nope. Gus 1s shoit for Augusta. It's
that macho cuy thing None of the handlers
wanted a female. Not manly. that kind of thing.
We told everyone her nmme was Gustav. Hey, 1t
worked. You're the only outsider who knows,
so don't go blabbing, okav?" Liar, fiar, pents
on fire.

"Yeal. sure. I've always heard females are more
protective.”

"You heard right. Are you okay, Nathan?"



"A little biwuged. but T'll be fine. How about
you? That looked like a pretty hard dive vou
took. Aren't your bones still kind of fiagile?”
He looked worried.

She was limping as she walked along. "T landed
mostly on the grass. Skumed knees and elbows,
that's about it. Gus 15 okay. too. I think it's safe
to say we both owe this dog owr lives."”

Nathan nodded. "T'll buy him a big T-bone. It
looked like a Honda to me. Do von have a
mental image ot 1t? You're more tramed tor
that than 1"

Lizzie looked up at him, an expression of
weariness on her tace. She shook her head. "It
was raming too hard. Just a dark-colored car
that looked a little old. It could have been a
Honda. There are probably a million Hondas m
Atlanta, halt’ of them dark m color. Perfect
family car, good mileage, low to nonexistent



maintenance, dependable. Half' the force has
one. Home never looked so0 good! she
nuittered ag she limped her way up the steps to
the front porch.

On the porch. she turmed around to look at the
reporter. "Nathan, you're pretty nmddy. It you
want, you can take niy car to go home for clean
clothes. You can pick up dumer on vour way
back. T'll drtve vou to the station later to pick
up your car.”

"Good idea."

Lizzie tossed humn the keys.

Inside Agaie’s cozy house, Lizzie slumped
agamgst the tront door and started to shake. She
would have dropped to the floor and cried her
mizery if Alice hadn't started to shake with



cold. She quickly righted herself and ran to the
lanndry room, where she found a towel and
tossed 1t m the nucrowave oven to wanm it up.
She wrapped the big dog mn the towel the
moment the buzzer sounded. She swore later
that Alice sighed with reliet. "Dovwn. baby." she
said softly. ¥When the shepherd obeyed her and
dropped to the tlwrow g in fiont of the drver,
she covered her with more towels. Satistied
that her companion was now all right. she
stripped off her own clothes. She would have
to toss out Aggie’s gay swt and buy her
another one. "Stay, Alice. I'm going to shower.,
I'll be riglit back."”

Fifteen nunutes later, Lizzie was Dback
downstais, dressed m a vellow sweat suit and
fuzzy, purple slippers. Wiere does Aggie get
these clothes? She blinked in suiprize when she
felt a rush of warm air on her feet. The heat had
kicked on. That had to mean the temperature
outside was dropping. "Crazy springtime.” she



nuittered to the dog. who was wiggling to get
near the vent. Acgie had predicted that she
would fall in love with the dog She shuddered.
God, what if she tumed into a clone of Acgie
and got all domestic. She crossed her fingers
that she wouldn't get a desire to plant organic
carrots.

Aggie looked at the laptop on the kitchen table.
Should she e-mail Aggie and tell her about
Dutch. Nathan Hawk, and the attempt on her
life? Of course she should. Would Agcgie then
forget about her organic carrots and retum
home? Better not to tell her just vet. She
moved the laptop to the kitchen counter so that
it was out of her line of siglit.

Lizzie could feel her stomach muscles start to
cramp up. "T'm not scared. I really am not
scared.” she muttered as she prepared a pot of
coftee. Bull SHIT! Her hands were shaking so
badly., she spilled cotfee grounds all over the



counter. Spilling coffee @rounds was like
cleaning up a broken egg fiom the floor. It took
forever. She decided to 1gnore the mess. opting
to sit down on her hands.

She thought about her colorful life and what
she hoped to do m the future. It could all come
to an end if she wasn't careful. T7ink Plan B,
She almost jumped out of her skin when the
phone rang. Should she answer 1t? She was
supposed to be a cop. so she had to answer it.
She barked a greeting.

"You amn't gomna be so lucky next time, dee-
tech-tive!" Lizzie slanumed the phone back into
place. Her gaze went to the dripping coffeepot,
to the spilled cotfee grounds on the counter
and the floor, to the tlwee dead bolts, and then
to the cookie jar n the shape of a big areen
fiog with red-pamted lips that sat on the
counter. Aggie loved frogs. At one time, before
the ransacking, there had been at least fifty



frogs scattered about. The cookie jar was the
only one that remamed. Don'’t think about the
phone cali, she told herselt. Go about vour
business. Thevre trving fo scare vou. Thev're
sttcceeding. She moaned.

The phone rang again just as Lizzie fuushed
sweeping up the coffee @rounds and wiping
down the counter. She ran into the living room
for the whistle on the cotfee table. She stuck it
in her mouth, prepared to blow as hard as she
could when she heard her friend Noreen's
voice. She detlated like a bellows. "Hi" she
said. nmstering all the cheeriness she could
into her voice.

"The airlme just called. Lizzie, and canceled
our flight tomorrow afternoon. They're putting
us on a flight that leaves at the crack of dawn. I
hired a car service, so there's no need for vou to
pick us up. We should be on your doorstep
around three or three-thuty tomorrow. We're



counting the hours. Girl time!"

"T can't wait either, Noreen. Okay. I'll see you
all tomorrow. Hey, guess what. I got a dog!”

'"No kidding. Now I'm really excited. I love
dogs! Do you want us to bring vou amything
like Cizco candies or something else? You said
you don't get to shop nmch and I know how
you love candy. especially Cisco."

"Nope. Just vourselves. I'll see vou tomorrow."”
Wonder of wonders, her hands weren't shaking
ayNIoTe,

She felt more like Lizzie Jade when she
retimed to the kitchen. the wlustle secure
around her neck. She peeked mn at Alice, who
was sleeping soundly by the vent, the warm air
muftling the fiw on her necl. The snile staved
with her when she retimed to the kitchen to
powr her coffee. Now she could sit and



appreciate Acgie's cozy lkitchen. Her mund
wandered to Nathan Hawk. What would it be
like to sit across trom him eating domer? He
said he had a #ling for Ageie. Aggie and frer
background was one thing. How would he
react to Arer own backaround if he ever found
out she wasn't Agsie? She was two for tlnee as
it was— a gambler m her own right, and she
was mpersonating a police officer. Plenr B. All
she had to do was remember that she had Plan
B in place.

Lizzie leaned back in the oak chaw and propped
her feet on the opposite one. She stared at the
fuzzy. puple slippers, wondermg 1if there was
airy spectal signiticance to them other than
warmth. She herself’ liked bright colors. She
loved anything that sparkled and shinumered.
Aggie, on the other hand, was conservative in
her dress. leanmg toward @ray. beige, and black.
It must be a cop thing. The vellow sweats and
purple slippers were personal at-home attire.



She'd seen her sister's  party-slash-date
ensembles, which consisted mainly of the little
basic black dress that could be jazzed up with a
sparkling pin or a string of pearls, even a
brilliant-colored sash. Acgie was hardly a
trendsetter.  Aggie  would never  wear
slingbacks, preferring pumps. Lizzie shook her
head at such a conservative mode of dress.

How attached was Aggie to this little house?
She wished suddenly that she lnew more about
her sister's lite in Atlanta. In the last few vears
thewr relationship had been reduced to a few
phone calls on the 1 every few months. They
did try to get together over the holidays, but it
didn't always work. She rearetted that now.

That didn't mean she had to live with those
rearets. Everything was tfixable if vou worked
at it hard enongh. Maybe it was a twin thing
that other people didn't understand. Whatever it
was, a thought, a sentence, a teeling, one or the



other could fiish it off. How many times had
she called Aggie only to have her sister say, I
was just about to call you. On more than one
occasion when she hadn't been able to sleep.,
she'd call Aggie to tind her sister wide-awalke,
too. They would talk about whatever was
troubling them., sometunes for hours. And. she
always telt better when she hung up. Acgie said
she felt the same way.

When they were younger they would always
creep mto one another's beds atter their mother
kissed them good might and closed the door.
The best part. though, was the sharmmg. They
shared their joys, their sorrows, their highs, and
thewr lows. Always there for one another.

Lizzie struggled to take a full. deep breath.
How could she not have lnown about Aggie's
accident? How? Was she so wrapped up m her
own crazy life that she'd excluded her sister?
No. Yes. Well, that wasn't going to happen ever



agai. When this was all over, she was going to
make sure she got even closer, physically and
emotionally, to her twin. When this was over.
She felt herself wince at the words.

Lizzie looked around. In her heat of hearts,
Aggcie was a homebody. It was a shame that she
didn't have a nme-to-five job so she could
cook, clean. and bake the way she liked to do.
Aggie should have a husband and a houseful of
kids. Obviously, she had given a lot of thought
to the kitchen. To Lizzie's mind, it slwieked
Aggie’s name. The cabinets were a light-
colored Lknotty pme and matched the wood
floor alimost perfectly. There were no scratches
or black heel maks. so that meant Aggie, on
her time off. took care of the floor. She
probably spent a lot of tume out here at her
little built-in desk next to the refrigerator.

She clearly remembered the day Acgie had
called and was so elated that she had been able



to find tartan-colored cwitains, seat cushions,
and place mats that matched. saving she had an
unibrella and gvm bag that were of the same
pattern. She'd said, "Tlis 18 just what niy little
kitchen needs." She was right. Lizzie wondered
how long 1t had taken her to find them.
Probably a long time because Aggie wasn't the
type to settle for second best.

Lizzie was pouring her second cup of coffee
when the phone rang again. She positioned the
whistle and said. hello.

"How you doing, sweet cheeks?"

Lizzie winced. She could identify Anthony
Popadopolus's voice in a crowded room of a
thousand people. To her, his voice sounded like
it was a muxture of aravel and molasses. "T'm
the same as I was the last time we talked. T stall
can't leave here. Anthony. My sister needs me.
You have a date for me? Well, ves. I did say at



least two weeks, maybe longer. You don't have
to remind me about our contract. T would be
renuss 1if T didn't tell you there nught be a bug
on this phone. My sister's a cop. I think we
talked about that. T'll call you later on a cell
phone. No. Anthony, I'm not trving to put vou
off. I'm ering on the side of caution. Well, 1t's
raimng here right now. The temperature
dropped. too. We might make a fire tonight and
either toast some marslmallows or make
popeorm.  Cormy? Sometimes, Anthomy, you
need to do things like that to get vour
perspective back. Yes, of course I'll call you."

Lizzie hung up the phone. Danm., now her
hands were shaking again. She was sitting on
her hands, her coffee arowing cold. She looked
up when a shadow passed the kitchen window.
She sucked in her breath and didn't exhale until
she heard Nathan Hawk call her name. Alice
was at the door betore she could get there. This
time she didn't growl., but her tail dropped



between her legs, which meant. bevare of me.

His armis loaded with Chinese takeout, Nathan
looked down at Alice, and said, "What a good
dog yvou are.” Alice cocked her head to the side,
siiffed. and went back to her cocoon in fiont of
the heating vent. "Mavbe she's warming up to
me. Listen, I forgot to ask you what you
wanted. so I pretty much got some of
everything. The worst-case scenario 1s you'll be
eating it for a week, mn which case you can
invite me over and I'll help you eat it. I love
leftover Chinese."”

Lizzie laughed. He's flirting with me. She
realized 1t wax a pleasant experience. He
looked even better than he did before. He'd
changed into creased jeans and a navy blue
Nike tee shut with a matching navy
windbrealker.

"Oh. you bronght popcorm, marshmallows, and



beer. Guess we're gomng to do that fire after all.
Did it get colder?"”

"It's a lot colder. I had the radio on on the way
over. They said it was going to go down to
around forty-eight thiz evening. To me, that's
cold."”

"That's cold to me, too. Do you want to eat in
the living room? I have some stack tables. I can
set us up if vou make the tire.”

Nathan looked aronnd. "You look like an
Easter egg. Where's the wood?"

She looked down at the vellow and puple she
was  wearing and  supposed it was  a
compliment. "Thank vou. You look
particularly dashing. Therere some birch logs
in the woodbox on the baclk porch. You should
bring i a stack. By the way, I had a threatening
phone call while you were gone. Untortunately,



the whistle was m the other room. and I
couldn't get to 1t in time."”

Nathan stopped in lus tracks. "What did they
Sa}f?”

"They said I wouldn't be so lucky next time.
The voice called me. dee-tech-tive. Do you
know anything about surveillance bugs?"

"A little. Winy? T thought vou'd disabled the
bugs?"

Lizzie nodded. "T put cellophane around them.
There's one mmy car, too."

"Shouldn't vou tell the cops? Your chief?
Someone?”

"T'm a cop. remember. I just told someone, you.
You aren't gomng dumb on me, are you, Hawlk?
Who do vou thmk put those bugs here and m



ny car? Who do yon think ransacked niy
house?"”

"Cops!"

Lizzie clenched her teeth so hard she thought
her jaw was going to crack in two. "Who else?”

Nathan opened the back door and went out to
the porch. The munute he stepped back mside,
Lizzie hit the tlwee dead bolts. She trailed
behind him mto the living room, Alice on her
heels.

"Who's that tall euy you hang out with?"

Lizzie didn't pretend not to understand the
question. "Do you mean Dr. Alex Rossiter?
He's a fiiend. We aren't involved if that's what
you're asking. Are you seeing anyone special?”
She wanted the question to sound cratiy, but it
just came out as mquisitive. A tit-for-tat kind



of thing.

"Swrprise! Surprise! I'm not seeing anyone, and
I'm not mvolved with anyone. That means you
and I could... if we wanted... as in..."

"Date? I don't see why not. Fust you have to
ask me for a date. I thik that's the way it's
done." Lizzie started to gigele. God, wien wees
the last time I giggled? Never, that’s wien,
she answered herself.

Ten minutes later, Nathan dusted off lus hands
and took a step backward to better observe lus
handiworl, "Okay. Now, that's what T call a
blaze. T used to be an Eagle Scout.,” he said
proudly.

"Fancy that. I used to be a Gul Scout.” Lizzie
lied. She motioned to the comer. "You sit on
the recliner. This big chair 15 for me and Gus.
He'll never let yvou sit next to me."”



"That might develop mto a problem later on if
we hit it off."

"You sound like vou have some doubts.”
Lizzie smiffed.

Nathan looked pointedly at the nine millimeter
Glock sitting on the table next to Lizzie's chair.
"I never dated anyone who packed heat. T'm
thinking 1t could get awlkward. Like what 1if the
danm thing went off’ and shot off niy... well,
what 1f it went off unexpectedly.” His face was
red. and he was dithering. The thought pleased
Lizzie.

She grimned. "It has a safety. It's only gome to
go off if T want it to go off. Next to Gus, that
piece of hardware 15 niy best friend."

"US-lulh."

They ate in silence for a few minutes. Lizzie



broke the quiet spell when she asked. "Have
you ever been to Las Vegas?"

"Once, and once was enough. They don't have
clocks in Vegas. I need clocks. No one sleeps
in Vegas. They go twenty-four/seven. I need to
sleep. The tiuth 15, T work too damn hard for
my money to piss it away on a craps table or
slot machine. T lost a lwndred dollars the tume I
was there. Gambling 15 such a waste of time
and enerey. Have you been?”

"Oh, ves, many tumes. I like the excitement, the
shows. and meeting new people. T always win,
I'm partial to poker. My friends call me the
double-down queen when I play blackjack. As a
matter of tact. several tiiends of mine are
coming to visit tomorrow. They live vear-
round m Vegas. Thevre showeinls. There's
another advantage to living i Vegas, and that's
no state mcome tax."



'"No kidding."

Lizzie looked at him over the top of her bottle
of Beck's. "No kidding."”

"Vegas really 1s an exciting city)” Lizzie
contimied. She wondered why her voice
sounded so defensive. Nathan looked like he
was wondering the same thing.

"How long are your friends staying, Aggie?"

"T'm not sure. Until they get sick of me. I guess,
or until they get bored with the quiet life here
in Atlanta. Theyre used to bemg up all mght
and sleeping during the day. They'll have to
readjust to normal living, o that's going to
take a few dayvs. Do you lknow any eligible
bachelors?"

"A few."



"That's nice. Mavbe we can have a party or a
barbecue.”

"Let's talk about if, Aggie.”

Lizzie watched as Nathan closed his cartons,
cathered up his napking and empty beer bottle.

"Nathan. that nueht not be a good idea. You
could get Inut. Look what happened today. Tf
you hang out with me. they'll go after vou. I
know you're a big boy, and you can look out
for yourself, but you don't know the mind-set
of the men we're dealing with here."”

"Tell me about it. Two heads are better than
one. You want to tallk with the bugs in place?
I'm sure the cellophane 1x working, but you can
never be a lmndred percent sure of anything m
this life.”

"Wy not? They know I'm on to them. All I



have are nwy own suspicions and Tom's
sugpicions. I'm not clear m my own head how
Tom was mvolved with all of this. My gut 1s
telling me he wasn't dirty, but my gut is also
telling me he knew what was gome on and kept
quiet. That's the part I'm having trouble witl."”

"Have you gciven any thought to gome to the
cluef? You've got me on your side now. When
a big newspaper takes on something like this,
everyone sits up and takes notice. Now, let's sit
here and talk and make a plan.” The words were
no szooner out of hisz mouth than Nathan's
beeper went off. He checked the mumber,
pulled out lis cell phone to make a call.

"Sonry., Acggie, I gotta un. There's been an
accident on the interstate with a chemical spill.
Duty calls. T have to use yowr car agam. T'll
drop it off later.” He blew her an any kiss
betore he calloped out of the room, Alice
nipping at hig heels.



Chapter Six

The scent of fresh-brewed coffee permeated
police headquarters as Dutch Davig stomped
his way to the chief's office. He knew eves
were boring mto his back and that the other
detectives were mumbling and nmttering
among themselves. As far as he was concerned,
those doing the nmuttering and mumbling were
a bunch of wrersses.

He felt clumsy and awlkward ag he lwmbered
along. Hig arm in a Dlue canvas sling made
walking a chore, ag he was uged to swinging his
big arms for balance.

Dutch drew in a deep breath before he opened
the door to the chiet’s office. He tried to look
attable when he offered up a salute of sorts.

"Close the door, Davis, and parlk 1t.”" Chief Shay
barlkked. The detective inched hiunsgelt” onto the



straight-backed chaw. He looked at the cluef
expectantly. It' the chief’ wanted to, he could
kick lis ass all the way to the Mason-Dixon
line. To Dutch. 1t looked like he was
contemplating the move.

"You want to explain that." the clief said,
pomting to the sott blue sling on Dutch's arm.

Dutch hadn't expected such a cold hard voice.
He struggled to remam aftable. "Shoulda
zigged when I shoulda zagged. No big deal,
Chief."

"That's not the way I heard it, Davis. T will not
tolerate any brawling among my officers,
especially with niy female officers. This 1s the
second time were having a discussion on
brawling. You're going on report, and if it
happens agam. we won't be talking. Are we
clear, Detective Davis?"



"Understood, Chief.”

"Good. Now take your sony ass over to the
motor pool and catch up on the paperwork.
You don't go back on the street till T make a
deternunation. Physicals are one month from
today. You might want to think about eating a
lot of lettuce and mavbe some carrots until
then."”

"Yes, si." Dutch had to grasp the desk to bring
himself’ to Ius feet. He swiveled and almost
fell. Hiz mean little eves got meaner as he
stomped out of the office. He puposely
refiised to make eye contact with any of the
detectives on the floor. It wasn't hard because
he was not a popular member of the force.

Dutch was outside. on his way to the motor
pool. when Joe Sonders wlistled to get lus
attention. "Hey., Dutch, hold on a nunute,
Where are you gomg?" he asked. leading the



big detective to the side and out of earshot of
other officers who were conung and gomne
"What did the cluef say?"

"He said I should catch up on paperwork at the
motor pool. Like T can write. T'll be there till
hell freezes over pecking away with two fingers
on n1y lett hand.” Dutch said. hatred rnging mn
his voice. "That bitch has to pay for this. A
fracture 1¢ a fracture, hairline or not. She pays.
You hear me. Joe, she pays!"

"IKCeep it up and evervone else within a five-
mile radius will hear you. What you need to do
right now is lie low and keep cuiet. I just
checked at the hospital, and old Will 1sn't doing
so good tlus moming. A Dbrother from
somewhere showed up and wants to pull the
plug. Thev're waiting for another brother fiom
somewhere else before they make a decision.
Looks to me like we're going to have to goto a
fimeral."”



"That's what happens when you hit a truck head-
on. Here today. gone tomoirow. We need to
call a meeting. I can just see that bitch doing an
inventory. Will was getting a little too nervous
to st me. I'm begining to wonder if half the
crap old Will was feeding us about the cluef
being suspicious was twe. I think he just
wanted to call 1t quits.”

Joe Sonders pulled his sunglasses out of lus
pocket. He held them up to the light to see if he
needed to polish them. Satistied that they were
clean enough, he put them on. He lowered lis
voice to a higs, "I thunk she tound the bugs. She
went to visit Tom's parents. She's on to us. I
told yvou not to trust Madsen. Fust he was in,
then he was out, then he couldn't make up his
danmn mind. He kneyww Guys tend to share crap
like that when they get all gooey at sleepy-time.
She knows, Duteh.”

"Yeah, well knowing and proving it are two



different tlungs. The dog is her Achilles' heel.
The professor looks nerdyv enongh to scare.
Work on luam."

"The professor i1z gone. School's out. We
checked hum out last night. He's probably
some thiwd-world country teaching savages
how to read and write. That's what guys like
him do m the sununer. He's a dead issue,
Dutch.”

Dutch looked at his partner. He was lean and
fit. with not an ounce of tat on him. He ran ten
miles every morming, lifted weights, and was a
vegetarian. His six-foot, 180-pound frame
always looked good i hix custom suits. He had
a different one tor every day ot the week. His
wite got 30 percent off’ at Nordstrom. where
she worked. He had good skin and healthy-
looking hair. He looked like a cop's cop. No
one on the force liked him either. Jealousy,
Dutch decided.



"Then go after Hawk."”

"The auy's a reporter, Dutch! Listen, I have to
go. I'm partnering with Alan Brady until you're
back in harmess."

Dutch laughed. "That cuy will shoot himself m
the foot vet. Have a nice day.”

Lizzie made her way down the quiet hall to the
nurses’ station. She hadn't meant to go to the
hospital, but there she was. She waited
patiently until the nurse looked up from the
chart where she was making entries. Lizzie
flashed her sister’s badge. "Detective Jade."

The muse shook her head. "Mr. Fargo's brother
is in with ham now. You can't question ham."”

"That's okay. I just wanted... to... to see lun."



"Let me talk to the brother. Detective.”
Why was she there? She didn't know.

Mimutes later, a short, squat man walked
toward lier. He held out his hand. "T'm VWill's
brother. Daniel. Detective.”

"T'im sorry about Will. T really dido't know lum
all that well. T just wanted to stop by and...
and..."

Daniel nodded solenmnly. "I understand. I'm
waiting for Will's parish priest to ammive. I've
been here all mght." he said wearily. "There's
nothing more that can be done for Will. During
the might he tried to tell me something, but I
don't know what it was he was trying to say. I
don't know why I say this. but it seemed
important to lum. I don't understand police
matters. I sell air-conditiommng filters. There's
nothing mmportant in that. I could sense niy



brother's urgency. He knows he's dvine. For all
I know he was tryving to tell me to pull the plug.
I can't do that. T know my other brother won't
be able to do that either."”

"[ really am sorry, Mr. Fargo. If... if Will
rallies, tell ham I stopped by." Lizzie handed
him one of Aggie's cards.

Damel Fargo stared at the card, lhis brow
flnrowed. "Agnes Jade, Agnes Jade, Ammes
Jade." he said over and over. "I'm not sure,
Detective, but I think that's what Will was
trying to say. I can't be certamn, but it sure did
sound like your name. I know that only tanuly
members are allowed in ICT but at this point. I
don't think it matters. Come with me. If Will
wanted to see you, we'll know soon encugh.”

Lizzie followed Daniel to his brother's unit and
stepped mzide. She felt faint at the whiring
sounds coming from the machines keeping



Will alive. He looked even more skeletal than
he did i the pictures Aggie had given her. She
looked around. memorizing the sight, the
sound. the smell. so she could relay it to Agaie
later.

"Say something to him, Detective. Get close to
his ear and touch his arm. When I did that, he
responded to me."”

The fine hairs on the back of Lizzie's neck
stood on end as she obeved Danel's
instiuctions. Will's eves slid open but couldn't
focus. "It's me, Will. Aggie Jade." She leaned
closer, hating the smell of death that swirled
around the man m the hospital bed. The words
were garbled at best, but she was able to make
out her name. She twned her head to talk mto
hig ear. "Was 1t Dutch? Did he set us up, Will?
Did vou help steal the diugs? I'm trying to
understand what vou're sayving. Try harder,
Will. Please. Tiy to make it right before...



before. .. try, Will. Please."

He did try. Valiantly, but she was only able to
understand the word ves, the other words too
garbled to understand. Will's left arm flailed
the air in his distress. Lizzie watched as he
strugeled to say the word again. As near as she
could tell. 1t sounded like cards or fard, maybe
even the word fterrd The brother Damiel shook
hig head to show he didn't understand it either.

Seconds later, she heard the ligh-pitched sound
and knew Will Fargo had tlat-lined. She moved
to the side. pulled Daniel toward her, then
outside mto the comridor, as nurses and doctors
barreled mto the room.

"T'm so sorry, Mr. Fargo.”
Daniel Fargo nodded. lus eves on the door

leading to hiz Dbrother's room. "Did you
understand what Will was saying? Was it



helpful to vou? Whatever it was he was trving
to tell you must have been important to him."

Lizzie's mind raced. "Yes. It had to do with
police busmess. T'll say a praver for vour
brother. If there's anything I can do. call me."”

"T'm glad vou came, Detective. It was important
to my brother for some reason. I hope he was
able to help yvou. I wish we had been closer. Do
you think people always think things like that at
a time like this?" he fretted.

"Yes, Mr. Fargo. I do think most people think
like that. Take care.”

Lizzie rode down m the elevator. She breathed
through her mouth. hoping to drive away the
sinell of death i her nostrils. She ran through
the lobby and outside. Haltway to the parking
lot she realized 1t was raining again. She ran
faster, her head down. She telt the stift anm. felt



herself whirl around. Her hand was on thie butt
of her gun m the tume it took her heart to beat
twice.

"Whoa, there. Aggie. You need to look where
you're going. What's vour Iy ?”

Lizzie raised her head. She hoped her
expression didn't show what she was feeling at
the sight of Joe Sonders. "It's raming, Joe." She
opened the car door and slid in. Joe held the
door until she tumed on the engime and pressed
the power window. When the wmdow was all
the way down. he closed the door.

"How's owr fellow officer, Agcie?”

"He flat-lined while I was there. His brother is
with lum. I'm g late. Tl see you later.”
Joe had no other choice but to move hig hands
from the window when Lizzie pressed the
button that would send the window sailing



upward. She peeled out of the lot and didn't
look back. Down't think about Joe Sonders.
Don't think about Will Fargo and the sounds
vou heard in fis room. Breathe through vour
month. Meke vour mind blenk. Blcnk,

Forty nimutes later, Lizzie was striding toward
Chief of Detectives Erwin Shay's otfice. She
was twelve and one half’ minutes late. She
rapped on the door and cracked it open at the
same time. She poked her head m. and said,
"Do you have a minute, Chief?"

"Come on in. What's wrong, Jade?"
"Wy do vou think somethmge's wrong, Chief?"”

"Because vou're wlite as tlus cup.” he said,
pomting to his cottee cup.

"Will Fargo died. I was there when. .. he... ah...
there was this... noige and then the line went



flat on the screen. I was wondering if T can take
the atternoon off. T have to see the departiment
shrink on n1y lunch hour. T have fiiends flhving
in thig atternoon whom I haven't seen in some
time. They want to make sure I'm all right.”

The cluef nodded. "T got the call about Will a
few minutes ago. He's been with the
department smce he got out of the Academy.
He wasn't what you would call a social kind of
auy. but he had that evidence locker and the
vault tunming smooth. And, he had a memory
like a steel trap. It's not a problem, Detective, if
you want to take a few days off to entertam
your euests. Whatever that bug wag that swept
through here has been contamed. We're a
hundred percent today and tor the rest of the
week. You okay with the shrink thing?”

"No. I'm not okay with the slwink thing, but I
know it's a necessary evil I have to put up with.
I hate talking about my private life. T hate the



way they pry and poke and tiun you inside out.”
She tried to make her voice nonchalant when
she said, "Who are you gomng to assign mry shift
to?"

"Iim Evers. He can read and write. He knows
how to open a lock. Does it make a ditference.
Jade?"

She wanted to say ves. it makes a hell of a
difference, but she didn't. As long as 1t wasn't
Dutch Davis or one of his cronies, it would be
all right. Although Aggie had said she shouldn't
trust anyvone, not even Clhief Shay.

The chief sat down and folded his hands across
hig barrel chest. "Is there anything you want to
talk to me about, Aggie? Anything at all?"”

The use of her first name was to show he was
on her side, boss ax well as fiiend. Aggie said
she liked Erwin Shay because he was fan and



didn't put up with any bullshit. That didn't
mean she would confide m him. At least not
yet. Lizzie slungged again as she met his gaze.
He renunded her of a tat Buddha the way he
was sitting and watching her.

"If there 1z, Chief, T won't be bashful about
calling you. Okay. tume to get to work. Thanks,
Chief."

”A‘i_{giﬁ?”

There it was again, that fanuliarity she was
supposed to respond to. "Yes."

"Anytime you want to talk, you know. reafly

tall. we can go off sife and keep 1t just between
us."

"Okay. Chief."



Lizzie looked at the gold lettermg on the door.
Dr. Sidney Blount. She expected to see the
word psvchiafrist, but it wasn't on the door.
Mavbe it made patients nervouns. Aggie had
warned her to be careful and only respond to
questions with short answers. She'd gone on to
say. Sid might be able to detect the switch in
patients. [f it looks like vou're getting in over
vour head, cop an aftitude and fecve. With
that thonght in nund, Lizzie opened the door to
a small waiting room that was so ngly she
wanted to tum around and leave. Where were
the reassuring colors, the fish tank. the new
magazines, the comfortable fiunituwre? The
room was eumetal gray fiom ceiling to tloor.
Even the four metal chairs with aray plastic
seats were aray. The metal table had black legs
and a gray top. There was notlung on the table.

Lizzie felt the wrge to smash something.

She sat down and crossed her legs. A moment



later she heard a voice say, "You can come in,
Detective Jade."

Lizzie followed the voice.

He was round from top to botton. Heavyset
men and women tended to be pleasant and
happy. Sometines jolly. At least that's what
she'd read in a magazine. Not thix man. His
eyes said he'd seen it all, heard 1t all. and don't
try comnme him. Lizzie nodded and sat down.
She waited.

"How are you., Detective?"
"Fine. I went back to work yesterday."
"Do you tlunk that was wise?"

"T'm not the type to sit around and twiddle my
thumbs. It's sprmgtime. Yes. it was wise."”



"How are the mightmares? The anxiety? Are
loud noizes still bothering you?"

"T have it all under control.”

"Do vou still sleep with your cun under your
pillow?"

"Absolutely.”

"You never did that before. Do vyou see
yourselt grving up that security anytime soon?"

Aggie hated this cuy. Lizzie decided she hated
him. too. "No."

"Wy 1s that?"

"Well. someone tried to kill me vesterday.
Actually, he tried to kill me and Nathan Hawlk.
Hawlk 15 a repoter with the Jorrned-
Constitution. The car jumped the cub. If it



wasn't for Gus, we'd both be dead. On top of
that, I've been getting threatenmg phone calls.”

"Did you report the incidents?"

Lizzie looked around the office. It was as
barren as the outer room. It alzo had a
temporary teel to it. Sidney Blount overtlowed
hig gray chair on the s1des.

"To what end, Dr. Blount? It was an attempted
hat-and-run. I can't prove the calls were made.
I'll deal with 1t."

Lizzie looked at the bare walls. "Where are
your dearees. vour certificates?” Her voice
rang with suspicion.

"In mry downtown office. You know I just
work here one afternoon a week. Do vou think
I should carry them with me? You're the only
one who has ever aslked.”



Lizzie felt like patting herself on the back.

"Whatever floats your boat, Doc!" Lizzie
responded flippantly.

"How are the dog and vour social life?"

"That was a mouthful. Which one do you want
me to answer first? I guess i the order of
importance. Gus 1¢ doing well. As T mentioned,
he saved miy and Nathan's lives vesterday. If he
hadn't barked. we wouldn't have dived for
cover. He's settling in. My social lite 1s about
what it's always been. I have tiiends conung to
vigit thiz afternoon. I've sttuck up a nice or
what appears to Dbe a nice friendship with
Nathan. It may develop into something, and it
may not."

"What about Dr. Rossiter?"

"What about him?" Lizzie toszed back.



"You know the drill, Detective. I ask the
questions, you answer them."

"Stupid me. I forgot. T cuess he's fine. He's a
fitend. He's gone now. He's working on a
gardening project I think. Like I said, he's a
friend. nothing more."”

"What are yowr feelings about Detective
Madsen?"

"The same as they were the last time I was here.
I hate it that he died. I hate 1t that some
faceless, nameless person gumed him down
and left lum to die. I tried to help lum, but I
couldn't. I'm living with that. No. I do not teel
cuilty. T am sad, though. Every time I talk to
you, you harp and diill me on Tom. Can't we
let lum rest in peace?"”

"You have 1ssues with Tom that you haven't
resolved. That's why we can't leave it alone."”



"T'm working on that.” Lizzie snapped.
"Are you making any headway?"

'"No. The answer 15 inside nmiy head and in niy
notebook. Tom's mother gave me his notebook.
I'm comparing the two to see it I can piece
together the puzzle. By the way, Tom's parents’
house was broken nto. Mrs. Madsen had all of
Tom's things in a box in her closet. They rifled
through it. They stole her pearls and something
else, but T can't remember what 1t was. She had
taken out his noteboolk and hudden it. She gave
it to me when I went to visit her.”

"How did you feel when you visited her?"

"Sad. They lost then only son. Thev're nice
people, and I like them."

"What if it tiung out that Tom Madsen was a
dirty cop?”



Lizzie shrugeed. "I don't know. Are we
finighed?"

"Yes, I think we are. I'll see you in two weels."

'"No. T'll see you in a month. If T need you
before then, T'll call you. Comimgz here i1s
disruptive. I'm domg miy best to get on with it.
A month." she said fumly.

"All right, Detective, a month.”

Lizzie turned to leave the uely suite of rooms.
She didn't bother with the elevator but ran
down the steps and outside mto the pouring
rai.

Lizzie was sitting on the front porch sipping
coffee. her feet propped up on the railing when
Nathan Hawk pulled mto the ditveway. Alice



stirred herself, sniffed the air, then dropped her
head to let it rest between her paws. "Hi" he
bellowed. "I took a chance you might be home.
You waiting for your company?"

Not bothering to wait for a response, he leaped
over the privet that ran along the driveway.
"Will Fargo died thiz morming.”

"T know. I was there. It was awful. I just made
some coffee if you want a cup." He shook lhis
head.

"Were you able to talk to lum? Why'd vou go
there? Is it a cop thing?"

"Of course it's a cop tlhung. I'm a cop. Dutch
Davis's partner accosted me m the paking lot.
He was on lus way to see Will. To answer your
other question: it wasn't a question, was 1t?
You said you took a chance I nught be here. I
had to see the department slwmk, and I asked



for the aftemoon off. T've been sitting here
thinkmg, and yes. I'm waiting for my company.
The good news today is I don't have to go back
to the slnmlk for a month.

"You nmst be here for a reason. What are you
willing to contribute?"

"Not nmich. I spent the entire morming talking
to every cop mad detective I could comer. I
wanted them to know I was no sleeping tiger
where the case 1s concemed. In my own way I
let them know if they wanted to slack off or
sweep stuft under the rug. that wasn't niy style.
Most of them know me. and know I don't give
up even when the trail 1z cold. The best I could
hope for was that they would start buzzing
among themselves. I had the feeling a couple of
them— not Dutch or Joe, but the others—
were spooked when word ftiltered down that
Will Fargo died. Tt wasn't anything anyone said
because no one said anything. It was more like



they grew quiet or their facial features drew
inward. Does that make sense? So, when are
we gomg to share and pool our resources?” he
asked bluntly.

Lizzie's nund raced. She would spend the entire
night talking and drinking wine with the girls.
They'd sleep till the better part of the aftermoon.
"How about breakfast tomorrow mormng? I'l
meet vou at Becker's. Is seven-thuty good tor
you?"

"Yep. Iun at six. Seven-thuty it 1s."

"Nathan. if I give you something, can I trust
you with it? By that I mean you won't try to go
off and 1 with 1t or try to use 1t for a byline.
If vou do., I'll kill you. Thig 1z completely off
the record, okay."

"Off the record 15 okay. Of course you can trust
me. What 15 it?"



"Wait here” Lizzie ran mto the house and
pulled her shoulder bag off the coatrack. She
mmumaged till she found Tom's noteboolk,
which she had copied and mailed to Aggie, and
Aggie’s. She hoped she was domg the right
thing by giving them to Nathan, Let lum
decipher Ton's squugeles and Aggie’s own neat
notes. Mavbe he would come up with
something she'd nussed. She'd pored over the
notebook for hours and hadn't come up with a
thing.

Nathan stared at the two notebooks. "Are these
the proverbial smoking guns?"

"C'ould be. Just remember that YWill Fargo was
in charge of the evidence locker and the vault.
Today I asked him if Dutch set us up. and he
said yes. He was dymg. so I don't know if I
heard him right. He did try to tell me something
else, but I couldn't make out the word. It could
have been the word card’s, lard, or maybe even



the word Aard. Tt didn't make any sense to me,
aind his brother who was there didn't understand
it either. It was awfil. He really struggled to
tell me and then... and then... he flat-lined. Tt
was a terrible sound.

"T was running across the parking lot in the ram
and plowed right nto Joe Sonders, who was on
his way up to see Will. That meeting wasn't
very pleasant either. Figure all this out, and
we'll talk at brealkfast. By the way, I had a nice
time last might. Thanks again for Dbringing
dumer. You're good company. Nathan."

Nathan grinned as he januned the notebooks
into his pocket. "T guess that was a compliment,

right?"

Lizzie laughed. "It was. Do vou tlhunk it's ever
going to stop raming?"

"On the news this moming, the weathernman



said it's gome to rain for tlwee more days. I
have a canoe, so don't wory."”

"Gee, that malzes me feel better."”

"I know vou're waiting for vour company, so
I'll leave and get on this right away. I'll see you
in the morming."”

Lizzie was half out of the wicker chan when
Nathan leaned over and kissed her full on the
mouth. She gave m to the moment and enjoyed
every minute of the long kiss.

"You taste like strawberries.” Nathan said. his
eyes slightly glazed.

"It's the lipstick. You tasted like munt." Lizzie
said, her eves just as glazed.

Lizzie watched m amazement as Nathan leaped
over the banister mstead of using the steps. He



landed with a cursing thump. Alice barked and
raced down the steps.

"T was trving to mmpress you with nry agility. I
forgot about this bush. I think Gus 1 starting to
like me again.”

Lizzie stifled her laughter. "I'm impressed. Gus
thinks vou're Inut. He's an old sottie. Tl see
you i the morming, Nathan." She watched as he
limped away to lus car. The reporter knew how
to kiss. that was for sure. She was still tingling,

They blew into the house like a whirlwind, the
tlhree of them laughing and giggling like young
girls. The Imgs, the kisses. the ooohis and aaahs
over Aggie's house made Lizzie langh with joy.
Alice jomed the fray. running trom one to the
other to get petted and scratched.



"Alice, thix iz Noreen Farell, Candy Lyons,
and Honey Buxton. All are famous dancers at
the Mirage. Show them what a lady you are and
shake hands." The eirls dutifullly shook the big
dog's paw. loving every nunute of the solenmn

byplay.

"As you can see, it's pretty muserable outside. I
say we make a tire, order some pizza with the
works. and crack open some wine. While I do
the fire and the ordermg. go on upstairs and
slled those tancy duds. You gotta look like
me." Lizzie said, pointing to the vellow sweats

and purple slippers she'd donned after Nathan
left.

"Girl.  vou  are  pitiful-looking.  But
comfortable.” Candy said hastily.

"Wash off the makeup and let vour face
breathe. This 1z el time. T have some secrets to
share with you." Lizzie stared at her fitends.



Did they always look so...garish? In Vegas,
with all the atificial lighting, they looked
beautiful and stylish. Here in Aggzie's little
house they looked like high-priced hookers
with their heavy maleup, spandex dresses, and
spike-heeled shoes. Was she herself’ perceived
the same way? She remembered the way Aggie
had tlinched when she saw her. It was obvious
now that Vegas and Atlanta were at opposite
ends ot the fashion spectrum.

"Okay," the dancers chuped in unison as they
made their way to the second floor and Acgie's
guest 1o0ms.

Lizzie sat for a moment after they left. They
were her triends. and she adored them. They
were kind and generous and would do anything
for her. Even it it meant giving her their last
dollar. They were showeirls, pure and simnple.
They all shared the same dream as most of the
other showeirls: Find a hugh roller with money



to bum and get maried. So far it hadn't
happened. More likely than not it would never
happen. When thenr dancing legs and hips gave
out, they'd end up taking some memal job to
make ends meet if they hadn't managed to
amass a nest ege. Nest eggs were something
they talked about a lot. but with half their
salaries gomg to fancy clothes and makeup by
the pound. it wasn't easy to save for a rainy day.
Pension finds and health msurance were
something they could only dream about. At
best, they had a tew vears to go Dbetore that
happened. The thought saddened her.

Her shoulders slumped as she walked through
the kitchen to the back porch. She carried m
two huge anmtuls of wood and dumped it by
the tireplace. Witlun minutes she had a blaze
gome. Another trip to the kitchen for the wine
and the glasses. Her last trip was to call the
pizza parlor’s number firom the maenet on the
refiigerator. She ordered two large pies with



the works and one plam with extra cheese that
would be delivered within the hour. She stuck
money from her purse i her pocket to pay tor
the pies. She settled down on the floor on a pile
of brand-new harem pillows. Did Aggie hang
out on the floor with the pillows or were they
just for show? There was so much about her
sister she didn't know. Well, that was all gomng
to change.

And then they were taking their places beside
her on the floor. thew taces scrubbed shiny and
clean. They weren't beantifill. but they were
pretty. Any one of them could have passed tor
Aggie's next-door neighbor. They were dressed
now m slippers and lounging robes of varving
colors. Their hair was either piled lugh on thewr
heads or pulled back m ponytails.

Lizzie poured the wine, then held her glass
alott. "Let's drink to good fitends.”" Glasses
clinked, the girls snuled and gulped.



"Gather round. guls. T am gomg to share some
secrets with you." Lizzie wlispered as she laid
her gun in the nuddle of the circle. "My name 1%
Agegie, and I'm a cop! Now listen up."”



Chapter Seven

The women stared at Lizzie. As one, their gazes
diropped to the deadly-looking gun in the
middle of the tloor.

"You're joking, right?" Noreen said uneasily.

"You're a professional gambler. You can't be a
cop.” Candy said.

"What do vou mean vour name iz Aggie?
Where'd vou get a gun like that?" Honey
demanded. "Do vou have handcutts, too?"

Lizzie's voice dropped to a bare whisper.
"Listen to me. You all know I have a twin
sister who's a cop. Her name 18 Aggie in case
your forgot. I trv not to talk about her too
nuch. In my line of work brageing about a cop
sister 1sn't something vou do. Telling friends is
okay. Accie never told anvone about me



because m her line of work, a professional
cambler would come up short and probably
throw some kind of suspicion on her.

"Six months ago she was wounded m the line
of duty. Her partner was killed: Ageie almost
died. She just got out of rehab last week. Her
K-9 dog was wounded. too, and almost died.
They never tound the cuys who did it. Aggzie
isn't one hundred percent vet. She asked me to
come and take over for her. There are no words
to tell you what I feel about all this. Every time
I think about how someone tried to kill niy
sister I go Derserk. If it's the last thing I ever do
in thig lifetime, I am going to find out who did
it and make sure I get to face them m a cowt of
law. Someone has to pay for what Acgie and
Gus went through. I'm in the right frame of
nund to make that happen. too.

"How could I say no?



"Aggle cave me a crash course m police
procedure and wanted me to take her place so
the trail to the killers didn't get any colder than
it 15. The world usually stops when a cop gets
killed. But not thiz tune. Ageie was set up.
that's the bottom line.

"In the few days that I've been here. I've had
tlhreatening phone calls and someone tried to
kill me vesterday. One of the cops in question
was hit head-on and died this mormng. I don't
know if that was a real accident. or it they tried
to take hium out. too. That's cop lingo. This dog
ying here with us 15 Alice. She's a stand-in for
Aggie's dog. By the way, she loves me. And. I
met a man. He's a reporter here in Atlanta.
Man, can he kiss. Curled niy toes, I can tell vou
that. There's more. Mr. Papadopolus wants me
to schedule a... game here. I can't get it
tlwrough his head that tlus st Vegas. It's
agamst the law. High rollers. Big-tume. Bushels
ot money. I could go to jail for a very long



time if I'm canght. T don't even want to think
about the part where I'm impersonating a police
otficer. I tooled Aggie's slwink, though. Any
questions?"

They all started to talk at once. "Jail. Orange
sits. No makeup or hair gel. no pedicures.
Greasy, fattening food.”

"What do you want us to do?" Noreen asked.

"We need to make a plan." Lizzie said. "T feel
better with you all here, but you need to know
things could go awry. You could be arrested.
For what, I don't lknow. Bad cops can make
things happen to those near and dear to vou.
Aggie explamed all that to me."”

"Iz vour sister okay?" Honey asked.

"Actually, T think she is physically. But not well
enough to go back on the street and risk getting



It agam. She's planting organic carrots with
the help of a friend. It's a no-bramer, so don't
ask. You know. whatever it takes to get past a
bad time m vour life.

"So are vou gils m or out? By the way, that
auy I told you I met. he has some triends. I
thought we'd tlwow a little barbecue if 1t ever
stops raming. Nice normal guys for vou to play
with. What's it gomma be?" Lizzie held her
breath as she waited tor their response.

"Oh, we're in?"

"Are any of them rich?" Honey asked.

"Probably not. Most nice guys aren’t rich. I'm
sure they have jobs that pay nice wages. Money

isn't everything as I've found out.”

"Okay," Honey said agreeably. "Doorbell's
ringing. Must be the pizza."”



Alice made it to the door before Lizzie. "Who
is 1t?" Lizzie called out.

"Paisan Pizza. Two with the works, one with
extra cheese. Forty bucks."”

Lizzie opened the door to accept the pizzas.
She handed over fitty dollars, closed the door,
and shot all three locks mto place.

While the girls divvied up the pies. Lizzie
fetched paper plates and napking from the
kitchen. along with rawhide chews tor Alice,
who twned her nose up at them. The gunls
broke off pieces of crust and handed them to
her. Alice's tail wagged in thanks. She settled
down and nmunched contentedly.

* & &k

Forty nules from Atlanta at a areasy spoon
diner oft the mterstate. six men sat around a



scarred. grimy table.

To anyvone interested enough to wonder who
they were. the men could have passed tor a
group of guys on a fislung trip. No one gave
airy of them a second look.

They were drinking beer by the pitcher and
indulgme m  all-vou-can-eat  deep-fried
crawfish. The establishment would lose money
on these six with then hearty appetites.

"It's time to call it a day." one of the men said.
"T know Will's death was an accident. but as we
all know, he wasn't the sharpest tool n the
shed. Who knows what's going to come to light
now that he's dead. I say we scratch everything
and wait till we see if Jade decides to resign.
Furthermore, the vibes I'm picking up aren't
good. Fear 15 a terrible tlhung. Terrible.”

The speaker paused while the emipty crawfish



platter was removed. along with two empty
pitchers. Replacements arrived within seconds.
The guys were known for thewr hefty tips. The
waitresses hustled when they had ther monthly
fishing meetings.

Another man adjusted lus fislung hat with lures
hanging off its brim. He'd never fished m lus
life. "She's fearless, so get her resigning out of
vour head. She's already tallied to Shay tlree or
four times. Hell. she could be his new Dbest
fitend, and they could also be telephone pals.
Will said Shay was acting difterent lately. Two
plus two equals tour.” The man fimished the
beer m his glass, belched. then retilled the glass.

"We are not wimping out here. We have too
many loose ends. We still have..."”

"Dunyp it!" a fourth voice said. "We cut our
losses and come back to play some other day.
It's a wize man who knows when to retreat. I'm



retreating."”

The third voice spole agam. "You retreat when
I say vou retreat. It's all zome to blow over.”

The fourth voice spoke agam. his tone sharp
and may. "Hawk came visiting. The guy 15 a
bloodhound. Hiz kind never gives up. I saw
him hopping mto Aggie's car. That mems the
two of them are in this together. You add that
danm dog. and two plus two 1s still coming up
to four.”

A fifth voice spoke up. It was older-sounding
and nervous. "The guys are right. I'm danmn glad
I'm retiring. You guys do what you want. Keep
nty share. Aggie's a good cop. and vou all know
it. Shay knows 1t, too. and so does the
commissioner. Y ou want to mess with that, go
for it. but I'm done. Aggie is never going to
give up. Killing was not something I signed on
for. The rest of you can do whatever you want



to do. Take miy advice and give it up. I'm outta
here."”

The men who remained at the table had nuxed
emotions showing on their taces. Three of
them wanted to follow the fifth man out the
door, but Dutch Davig's good anm snaked out
at the same time Joe Sonders slanumed lus tist
on the table. "No one 1% gomg anywhere.”

The fifth man ienored him and kept walking,
right through the doorway.

"Look. he's not going to the cops.” Davis
langhed. an evil sound. "He's going mto luding,
but we lnow where he'll be. We got it made,
boys. All those boats and snales conung into
south Florida. Leave him alone. For now."

Lizzie arrived at Becker's a scant five minutes



before Nathan Hawk. She settled herself in a
cozy corner next to a window that overlooked
an outdoor eating area. For smokers. she
assunmed. With the ram. the tables would be
unoccupied today.

Becker's was mamly a buffet-type restaurant
with every breaktast food mmagmable. Food
could be ordered off the mem, but most people
chose the butfet because of the mountams of
fresh fruit, bacon, and sansage.

Lizzie was perusmg the menu when Nathan
Hawlk appeared m a suit and pristmme wlhite
shirt. She blinked as her heart kicked up a beat.
He smiled. She smiled back.

"You're looking' good this mormime, Nathan."
"T have a meeting with the police conmussioner

and the mavor. I plan on coming dovvn real hard
on thenw. I have a buddy who woirks for a rival



paper. and he's going to do the same thing.
Something fishy 1¢ going on where Tom
Madsen's death 15 concemed. We're going to
1 my pece on the fiont page tomorrow. Still
no leads in the cop killing. Your six months of
hell and your dog's as well. T have a few quotes
I'm going to use from Tom's parents. I want
yvour permission to add those threatenme phone
calls and the hit-and-run attempt. It will help,
Aggre”

"I didn't report those incidents. Nathan. The
cluef’ will chew niv tail ont. Okay, okay, I can
handle it. Go ahead and include it."

"How do vou feel about going /ive with the
local TV station? I can arrange it so one of the
reporters does a follow-up on the print. It will
be casual— they catch vou on vour way
somewhere, and it's kind of oft the cuft."”

"I think I'm supposed to clear stuff like that



with the cluet.” Lizzie nnumbled.
"You thirk. Don't you know?"

Oh shit. "T'm a cop, Nathan. not a newshound.
Most cops, and I include niyself, work
overtime trying to stay out of the lumelight. I
never had to do that before. Tom was my
partner, and he usually made conunents, if
there were any. to the media. I staved out of it."

"That's weird. Do vou want the buffet or order
from the menu?”

Lizzie looked around at the line forming at the
brealtast bar. "I thunk I'm gomg to do the
buttet. I don't eat much at breakfast. The bacon
looks nice and cunchy and the cantaloupe
looks juicy and sweet. Toast and coftee. and
that's it for me. How about you?"

"Watch this." Nathan said, getting up to stand



in line. Lizzie followed him as he added some
of evervthing to a huge oval plate. "Can you
really eat all of that?" she asked m amazement.

"And more.” Nathan chuckled. "T'm big on
breaktast. Most tunes I don't get to eat lunch.
and dinner 1s when I have time to pick it up. It
could be nudnight. May I say yvou look enticing
for such an early howr."

Enticing. No one had ever called her enticing
before. She was wearmng jeans and a pmk tee
shirt that strained across her breasts. He must
like pink. She knew her face was probably as
pink as her shirt. "Thank you." She bit down on
a piece of bacon. Something was happenimg to
her where this man was concermed. She looked
up to see lum snuling at her.

"Agaie Jade, T didn't know vou knew how to
blusgh.” he teased.



The low-voiced chatter and the clink of china
in the restaurant came to a halt at the same
moment Nathan's beeper went oftf. The volume
on a small televizion suddenly squawked to
life, mesmerizing the patrons. Lizzie listened mn
horror as the startled commentator shouted that
there had been an explosion at a high-11se hotel
in Buckhead. Guests were bemng evacuated m
an orderly manmner.

"Gotta run, Aggie. T'll call vou. T hate to keep
doing thiz to you. but duty calls. Can you pick
up the check?"

"Sure. Go!" Did this mean she should report n
to police headquarters? Did they call m all oft-
duty officers when a disaster like tlis
happened? She paid the check and headed home
in case a call came through asking her to report
for worl. When she stopped for a red light, she
vanked her personal cell phone fiom her purse
and dialed Aggie's munber in Pennsylvania.



While she waited for the call to go through,
Lizzie watched the torrents of ram battling with
her windshield wipers. A mumte later, the
mobile operator said the customer she was
dialing was unavailable. Agegie must have
forgotten to ttun on her phone. Or she was still
sleeping. Damin.

Alex Rossiter padded lis way into the kitchen
in the old famhouse to make coftee. He
scratched at lus bristly beard and yawned
elaborately. He couldn't remember the last time
he'd slept till seven o'clock. Forever ago
probably.

He'd alzo tumed mto a slob since coming to the
farm. He looked down at the tom and wrinkled
tee shirt and equally wrinkled shorts he'd pulled
on. Just in case Aggie was in the kitchen. He'd
remedy that when he showered. He scratched at



the stubble on lus cheelis and chin again before
he added water and coffee to the pot. To make
brealtast or not to make breaktast.

Aggie's bedroom door had been open, so that
had to mean she was somewhere about, which
answered lis  question. He would make
brealtast. Agoie had made pancakes vesterday,
s0 it was his fuun,

He slapped ten slices of bacon into the fiving
pan. knowmg how much Aggie loved crisp
bacon. Gus loved it, too. Maybe he should
whip up an omelet. How hard could that be?
You chopped some peppers and ontons, added
cheese to the eggs, and. voila, an omelet,
Where was she?

Acgie was depressed. Hell, I'n depressed, 1oo.
If' the ram didn't let up soon. he was going to
go out of lug mind. He hoped the ram was all
that was bothering Aggie.



He looked up when he heard the old. wooden
screen door open, then slam  shut. "They
sprouted! Maybe the ram helped. T tlunk that
plastic cover with the burlap on top helped. It
warmed the around. They sprouted. Alex. I
sweal' to God, my organic carrots are conming
up. Oooh. that bacon smells good. and so does
the coftee. I'm starved."

Al this is the old Aggie. "They really sprouted,
huh? That's great. It's a wanm spring rain. The
weathenman said the sun mught come out
today."

"Did he really? That's wonderfuil."

"Do you know what else I heard on the news?
There was an explosion m Atlanta at one of the
high-rize hotels. Buckhead to be exact.”

Acgie washed her hands before she started to
set the table. "Was anvone lnut?"



"They didn't say. They said the evacuation of
the gcuests was being handled in an orderly
manner, whatever that means. They were
rehashing the same thing and showing the same
pictires over and over, o I tuwmed it off. Do
you want me to put the nevws back on?"

"No. We're really isolated way out here. All
kinds of things could happen m the world, and
we'd never know about it unless we tuned on
the TV. I cuess it was a good 1dea for niy uncle
to put in a satellite dish before they became
fasluonable. I like the idea of not having a
phone hooked up. There's something about the
ringing of a stationary phone that always sets
nry teeth on edge. Cell phones don't bother me.
Which reminds me, mine 15 chargig. I need to
discomnect it."

Alex removed the bacon from the fiving pan
and placed it on some paper towels to drain off
the areaze. He used another tiving pan for the



omelet. Gus barked to show he smelled the
bacon and wanted lus share. Aggie handed him
a piece that he vutually mhaled. He barked for
more. She wagged her finger to show he got
one prece and that was it. The shepherd walked
over to the door, turnme around to see if his
owner meant what she said. Resigned to the
fact that he wasn't going to get any more bacon,
at least tor the time being, he flopped down on
the carpet by the door and stretched out.

Alex tumed to eve Agoie. She looked nice
today. in coveralls and a vellow shurt rolled up
to her elbows. She'd put on a few pounds smce
coming to the tarm. She almost looked like the
old Aggie, except for her eyes. He wondered
when the old sparkle would returmn. She brushed
at her new hawcut. tendrils curling around her
ears. She was wearig little gold earrings today.
Mavbe that meant something. He also thought
he canght a whitt of pertiune. He hoped those
little touches were for lum. His culinary etforts



would never win friends and influence people.
Even Gus smffed everytlung he cooked.
sometimes actually walking away trom it and
eating his hard. dry dog ftood. Sometimes life
was a bitch.

"This looks very good. Alex. Let me chop up
Gus's tood so 1t cools off faster. You overslept
today. What's that all about?"

Alex sliugeed. "Don't know. Maybe the sound
of the ram. The bed was too warm to get out
of. Nothing on my agenda. What tune did you
get up?"

"Three o'clock. T had a dream that the carrots
sprouted. I was always an early bud. Lizzie is a
night owl. I spent the time going over and over
the notebooks, but I can't find a thing that will
help us. I wonder how Lizzie's domg She
didn't send an e-mail last night. T guess that
means evervthing 1s okay on her end. I need to



tell her T came up diy as far as the notebooks
go. Maybe she'll have better luck. If' the sun
comes out, let's go mto town."

"Sounds good to me. How's the toast?”

"Good. Tt would have been better if vou had
taken the butter out of the fitdee o it conld
soften up.” She grinned to nmite the criticism.

"T'll make a note of that. Would vou look at
that!" Alex said, pointing to the kitchen
window. "Is that sun I'm seeing?"”

"Yes, sir, that's the sun! T just know it's going
to be a great day!"

Alex watched Aggie. his shoulders lightening
imperceptibly as she carried her plate to the
sink and unplugged her cell phone. She was
slipping 1t into her pocket when 1t rang. She
looked up. a startled expression on her face.



Gus barked.
"Click the button. Aggie. I'm sure it's Lizzie."”

"Spring Willow Farm." Aggie said breathlessly,
"Lizzie, 1% that you? What's wrong?"

"Put the news on, one of those twenty-four-
howr news channels. There was an explosion at
one of the big hotels. Should I report m. call
the chief, what?"

"Are you off today?"

"In a manner of speaking. The chief gave me a
couple of days off. Whatever that vius was
that hit the department i1 over and evervone is
back at work."

"Yes, check . You could get traffic duty at
the site, school duty. wherever they need you.
They should have called vou by now."



"T went out to breakfast with Nathan Hawlk, and
he got a call and had to leave. I'm home now,
but no one firom the department called. There 15
a message from Will Fargo's brother. He wants
to know where all of Will's records are? He
wants me to ask the cluef. Will Fargo died
yesterday morning. Aggie. T was there when it
happened. He tried to talk to me. I asked him if
youl were set up, and I think he said yes. He
tried to tell me something else, but T couldn't
understand hun. Hig brother was there, and he
couldn't inderstand him either. It xounded like
he was saving., cards, lard, or maybe Jtard.”

"T don't know what that means. I'll think about
it. Hey, my organic carrots sprouted overnight.
What do vou think of that?"

"T think vou're mits is what I tlunk. Oh. before I
forget. I gave the notebooks to Nathan Hawlk.
Maybe he will come up with something.”



"I sure hope so. I think I'm mcapable of
analyzing all of that minutely detailed data
right now."

"T have to call Will's brother baclk. What should
I say?" Lizzie asked.

I'm sorry about Will. T bet you five bucks he
kept all his stuff in the mpound locker. Think
about it. 1t makes sense. He'd just log it in
under his own name, lock it up. Hell, he nught
even have told the chiet. He was m charge, but
there are two extra shitts, and he wouldn't want
anyone messing with lus stuff. It you're
reporting m. ask the cluef. T think he's one of
the good guys. Lizzie. But, I'm not sure."

"He told me anvtine I wanted to talk we could
g0 off-site. 1T wasn't going to tell vou this,
Aggie, but I've changed my mund. The reason
I'm changig iy mind is I am not a cop. and I
don't know the mind-set. I don't want to screw



up. I've had tlree or four tlweatening phone
callz. T used the wlistle after the fust couple.
The day betore vesterday someone in a dark car
ran up on the curb, and if” Alice hadn't baked.
both Nathan and I would have been killed. We
dived for the grass at the end of the sidewalk. It
was ramnng real hard. and we couldn't get a
definite make on the car or the license plate.”

The color dramed from Ageie’s face. "Oh, niy
God! T was afraid of sometlung like this. Do
you want out. Lizzie? I can come back if you
want to go home. No, no, I take that back. I'm
gome to pack up and leave right now. I never
should have involved vou i this mess. My
God. you could have been killed! This isn't
right."”

"Aggie, calm down. I'm fine. I'm actually
making progress. Nathan 1z a big help. And
before you can ask, he's fine. You were right
about lum. T trust him and because T trust him, T



want you to stay right there with your carrots.
Between the two of us. we are going to make
thig all come out right. Nathan is gomg to wiite
a story tor the fiont page. That's going to help
move things along at the speed of light. So yvou
see, I'm mn control. You always tiusted me
before. This 18 no ditferent. Aggie. I can handle
it. The truth 1s. T ez handling 1it. Don't make me
start to worry about you. I want your promise
that you will stay at the famm. If you're Dored,
you can always play house with Alex" Lizzie
said, tiving tor a light tone.

"T don't know about this, Lizzie. You can be a
real hothead sometimes. Are you sure, Lizzie?
You aren't just saying that to placate me, are
you?"

"I'm okay with it all. Aggie. I just don't want to
SCrEW up. s stop wonyme."

"By the way how did it go with the slwmk?"”



It went okay. I don't have to go back for a
month. T hated lum. There sure wasn't anything
war and fuzzy about him at all.”

"He's a department slwmk. What do you
expect? I need to think about all this. T'll call
you back tlhis evening, Lizzie. Are you sure
you're okay?"

"I'm fine. No., don't call me back tonight. I
nught have to put in some overtime if they
don't contain the accident. I'll call you back.
You okay. Aggie? I mean. really okay? How's
it going with Alex?"

"I'm okay. I get twinges. We've had a good bit
of raimn. o niy bones are protesting. They told
me that would happen. I still get startled with
loud noises and it's... it's, ah. going just tine.
More than tine really. I'm probably going to get
fat the way I've been eating. The sun finally
came out a few nunutes ago. Call me tomght if



you can. No one lknows about these cell
phones. Promise me vou'll be caretinl. T don't
want vou getting confiontational. Just upset
them a little and let them do the rest.”

"Will do.”

Acgie flipped the cell phone shut. She looked
over at Alex. "T'll clean up here, go take your
shower. T'll tell you evervtlung Lizzie said on
our way into town. I think our little charade is
working."”

Alex smiled. Was that a sparkle he was seeing
in his friend's eves? If' it wasn't, it was close to
it. He'd take it. Something was always better
than nothing.

Lizzie headed straight for the cluef's office the
minute she entered the station. She crossed lier



fingers that she wouldn't have to go on patrol
or stand out mn the ram.

She rapped on the door. The cluef barked
something that sounded like "come m." She

opened the door and waited.

"Tade. what the hell are you doing here? I gave
you time off. We got it all covered.”

"I heard about the explosion on the news. I
thought..."

"Let me do the thinking. Go home. We got it
covered.”

"All right. but first T need to talk to you about
something. I just need a minute, Chief.”

"All right but make 1t quick. Jade."”

"Will Fargo's brother called this morming while



I was out to breakfast. It seems he can't find any
of Will's papers or records. He wanted me to
ask you if he could go tlwough lus brother's
locker or maybe the room where he worled.
Will lived mn an apatment complex, and the
brother seemed to think he was atiaid of break-
ing. YWhat should I tell him?"

'"Now that you're here already. go check it out.
The desk sergeant will give you the master key
to the locker. Check out the mpound room. If
yvou find anything that has his name on it. sign
it out. Call the brother m and let him go
through it. The funeral is tomorrow. You know
the drill.”

"Olkay. Chief."
"Go on. get out of here. I have work to do."”

Lizzie looked around the squad room. Aside
from a civilian secretary, the room was empty.



An eerie feeling settled between her shoulder
blades as she walked up to the desk sergeant's
desk to make her request. He handed over a
key. "Make sure you bring it back, Jade. Don't
make me come looking for it."

'"No problem.” Lizzie said, catching the key
ring on the first toss.

Will's locker was one of the older ones. which
still took kevs. Agcie’s locker had a padlock
with a code. She knew she wasn't gome to find
anything even before she opened the dmlk areen
metal door. She was right. There were two well-
thumbed Plerrbot magazines, some vitaming, a
shaving kit. a grungy towel, and a pair of rolled-
up black socks. A pair of Nike An sneakers
munus the shoelaces sat on the bottom of the
locker m a battered gym bag. Lizzie used her
hands to feel back into the comers on the floor
and the top shelf. There was nothing to be
found except a Dentyne chewing gum wrapper.



She bundled the things together and put them

all in the gym bag. She closed the locker but
didn't lock it.

She left the locker room. gingerly holding the
belongings of a man who had something to do
with Tom Madsen's death and her sister's
injuries.

Her next stop was the evidence room. where a
voung rookie named Cluistine Delaney was
workie. Lizzie tlashed her badge. The rookie
opened the door for her. then caretully locked
it.

Would she be looking for a needle in a
haystack or would Will's box, assuming it was
a box. rear up and hit her between the eyes? She
signed m. added the reason for being in the
room. The rookie read her explanation
carefully betore she nodded. "It's all yours,
Detective. If vou need any help, call me."



Chapter Eiclt

It was easy to see that Will Fargo had mn a
tight ship when the evidence room was under
hiz management. Evervthing was boxed and
neatly labeled. In addition, evidence bags,
boxes, and folders were dated and
alphabetical order. Lizzie started with the A's
and worked her way down the shelves. Will's
box was neatly labeled and the first one on the
shelt under the letter 7.

Lizzie called to the rookie. "I want vou to
obgerve that I'm removing this box. Make a
note that it has red sealing wax on it. Will
Fargo. the man who worked tlug room for a
long time, died vesterday. We're going to tum
his belongings over to hus brother. Take the box
up to the desk. then call this number,” Lizzie
said as she withdrew a slip of paper with a
phone number written on it. "Identity yvourself,
tell Mr. Fargo I told vou to call lum. Have him



meet me m thirty mmutes. First, though, T need
the combination to the vault, then I want you to
watch me take out lus things it he was keeping
anything m there."”

The vault was full of sunimetal aray shelves. all
of them full. Agam. the evidence was dated,
labeled. and in alphabetical order. Diugs,
money, and jewelry were the only things kept in
the vault according to Aggie. Will Fargo's
belongings were on the shelt marked 12 in big
bold numbers. Two shelves were assiened for
each letter of the alphabet. Tlree Imge cartons
in total bore the name Sergeant William Fargo.
They were Xerox boxes. the kind paper for the
copy machines came m. Agam. there was red
sealing wax all around each of the lids.

Lizzie stared at the boxes. For a single suy who
didn't even ovwn a house, Will Fargo certamly
had a lot of personal property he wanted kept
safe. Lizzie was unsure what she should do at



this point. She posed the question to the rookie,
who looked nonplussed. "Call the cluef. T don't
want to give this stuftf up only to find out later
I should have checked with someone betore
doing it. Be sure to call Mr. Fargo. too."

Miutes later. Lizzie winced at the cluef's
aowl when he answered the phone. "They're
big boxes, Clief. They have sealing wax all
over them. Iz it okay to release them?"

"Today 1t's okay. Yesterday and the day before
yvesterday 1t would not have been okay. We ran
a check on both the evidence room and the
vault the numite word came down that ¥Will
passed on. Evervthing checks out one hundred
percent. Will asked me personally tor
permission, years ago, to keep hix property
locked up. He didn't live in a real safe
neighborhood. He told me it was considered
sport for the gangs m the area to break into a
cop's apartment. I lost count of the break-ins



we've had at that apartment complex. Hundreds
over the vears would be nmiy guess. You have
nry permission to release Will's belongings to
his brother, Jade."

"All right, Chiet.”

Lizzie tuimed to the rookie. "You heard all that,
right?"

"Yes, Detective, I did. You're gome to need a
dolly to wheel that stuff up front. Don't forget
the first box we took off the sheltf. There's a
dolly outside m the hall. T'1l get it for vou. Hold
the door open. Oh, and Mr. Fargo said thuty
nunutes was tine."”

Fifteen nunutes later, Will's belongings.
including the gym bag, were on the dolly just
waiting tor Damiel Fargo to amrive and take
them away. Lizzie wished she could be with
him when he opened the boxes.



When Daniel Fargo arrived ten nunutes later,
he gaped. lus jaw droppme at the sight of the
boxes on the dolly. He smacked at his forehead.
"It nmust be Will's buttertly collection. He
started it when we were kids because he was
sickly and couldn't play with the other kids. He
had theumatic fever. I think lhis collection was
the only thing Will really cared about. I
appreciate your help, Detective Jade. Tl say
good-bye now. It was nice meeting vou. I'm sad
that 1t was under such circumstances.”

It was Lizzie's twn to have her jaw drop.
"Arent you staymg tor the tuneral service
tomorrow?"

"No. Will was cremated this moming. My
brother and I made the decision yesterday.
Since both of us live on the other side of the
country, we decided this was best. My brother
and I are taking hiz ashes home with us. The
service tomorrow 15 for the department. At



least that's what I was told."”
"Oh." wasg all Lizzie could think of to say.

"Thanks again for evervtlhung. I'd like to leave
n1y card with you in case you ever have to get
in touch for something or other” Lizzie
reached for the card and stuck it i her pocket.

"Are you leaving now?"

"Our flight leaves at noon. This stuff is a bit of
a problen. but I think we can manage to have
the arline box it up since we didn't come with
luggage. only our carry-on bags."

Lizzie hated to see him go. She wanted to know
exactfy what was mside the Xerox boxes. Her
voice sounded jittery to her own ears when she
sard. "Aren't you gomg to open the boxes to
check to see that... that the buttertlies are
intact?"



"Good heavens no. Will was so persnickety
about things like that. Some, probably most of
them, are m glass cases and wrapped m bubble
wrap. If T open them nov, T'll have to wrap
them all back up. then reseal the boxes. I just
don't teel right opening them."

Lizzie's voice went fiom sounding jittery to
desperate. "I can give you some sturdy tape.
You probably should open them. Mr. Fargo.
The chiet will pitch a tit if vou get them home,
then file a claim against us because the cases. ..
were broken. How will we know if the airline
did do the damage?"

"My goodness, Detective Jade, my brother and I
would never do something so silly. We are not
the least bit litigious. You have no worry on
that score. Listen, would you like me to send
vou one of the buttertlies as a memento when I
get home? I think Will would like that. Some
of them are very rare.”



"That would be very nice. but no. don't send me
one. Keep Will's collection intact. T appreciate
your asking, thougl."

"Well. I have to get coing. I've got to retun the
rental car and take one more walk through
Will's apartment to make sure we didn't miss
anvthing. Hig rent 1s paid through the end of
next month. Security deposit and all that. At
that time, the Salvation Ammy will go there
with the management company and remove all
the furmture. It was nice meeting vou,
Detective Jade." He held out lus hand. Lizzie
arasped it. It wasg a limp-wiisted handshake at
best. "Bye."

There was nothing Lizzie could do but wave.
"Butterfly collection my ass" she mumbled to
herself.

On her way out of the building, Lizzie bunmped
into Chief Shay. "Are you still here, Jade?"



"T'm leaving, Cluef. See. I'm opening the door. I
am gomg home. Chief, did you know Will
Fargo had a butterfly collection?"”

"T thought evervone knew that. It's all he ever
talked about. The only vacations the euy ever
took were to places that had butterflies. I
understand he had some rare ones that to other
collectors would fetch a lot of money. He
recarded hus collection ag a security net tor hus
old age m addition to his pension. He always
said when he retired. he was going to roam the
world to look at nothing but butterflies. You
aren't going to tell me Will's next of kin doesn't
want the collection, are you?"

"Oh, no. Will's brother Damiel just left with it. I
wanted him to open it to make sure it was
intact so they couldn't blame the department
later on if something went awry. He is taking it
on the plane with hin."



The chief sluiugged. "Will was pretty fussy with
his collection. Every time he got a nevww one, he
showed 1t to me. I have to say they were
beautitul. Most of the buttertlies were under
glass, then he wrapped them i tissue paper and
bubble wrap. A hell of a procedure to go
through every time he wanted to look at them it
you ask me. Go home now. Jade. Tl see vou
tomorrow at the service."

"Okay. Chief."

Right at that moment, Lizzie Jade would have
aiven up her tavorite diamond emrings to know
what was in the Xerox boxes besides buttertlies,

Lizzie's friends discreetly withdrew to the
backyard when Nathan Hawlk showed up a little
betore six. "I came to pay you tor breaktast and
to apologize. It was a faulty gas line m the



kitchen at the hotel. One of the workers got a
burn on his arm, but that's it. Everything 1s fine.
Now. down to business. I'd like a beer it vou
don't mund."”

Lizzie pocketed the breakfast money before she
opened the refiigerator. "Don't go getting the
idea T'm gomg to wait on you. Here's vour beer.
The next tune. you get me one. I don't play that
Tarzan/Tane game."

Nathan looked uncomfortable with  her
declaration. "I  knew that. You're an
independent woman, and I like that. T''m not a
male chauvinst, regardless of what you may or
may not have heard. I just don't like opening
other people’s refrigerators.

"Listen. T think I nueht have stumbled on to
something. Do vou remember about eighteen
months ago there was a big to-do over a diug
bust that went sour? It was the top headline m



the papers for about ten davs before it got
pushed to the back pages. A cop named
Savitsky took a bullet to lus shoulder and
another cop got lus kneecap shot out.”

Oh shit. Lizzie slnueged wondering if she
should 1 upstairs and call Aggie or try to
blutt her way tlwough it. "Hiumn." she said.
Aggie missed it and o did she. Der,

Nathan took her response to be a yes. and
contimied. "It seems the department was
working on the bust for months. You know,
coordinating everything the way vou suys do. It
was one of those, 'thix guy knew this, that auy
knew that, and another cuy knew something
else' sitnations. Pieces of a puzzle. No one had
the whele plan till the might of the bust. That
was so nothing could go wrong, no tip-otts,
lealss. All the wheels were in motion. Don't you
remember, Aggie? The next day they said it
would have been one of the biggest drug busts



ever i Atlanta, that it was pure China White.
Street value in the millions. They were shipping
it out in boxes of peaches. When the cops zot
to the produce warehouse, the only thing they
found were peaches."”

"And... your point is?"

Nathan was staring at her so intently, she felt
like a bug under a nucroscope. "Where did it
all go. Aggie?

Lizzie slhiugeed again. Her brain raced. "So it
was a bad tip."

"That's just it, Agegie. it wasn't a bad tip. It was
on the money. They put that guy. the smitch, n
the Witness Protection Program. They only do
that when it's serious stuff. You lknow how I
know that?"

Lizzie drew in a deep breath, her heart



fluttermg m her chest. "How?"

"Tom Madsen's notebook, that's how. On that
date, he wrote WPP. If vou say those mitials to
any cop. they know exactly what it means,
Witness Protection Program. Then he wrote the
word. zip. Meaning no drugs on the bust. Two
days prior to that. he had fome more scribbles
with mitials. Nothing on those two days
matched your notes for those days. In fact. vou
didn't have arre entries. You were also oft duty
the night ot the bust. but Madsen was called m
at the last mmute. Guess who had one of the
pieces of the puzzle?"

Lizzie started to wring her hands m agitation.
"Please tell me it wasn't Tom?"

"No. it wasn't Tom. Joe Sonders. Except for a
few of the other guys who are close to
retirement, Joe's the oldest with the most time
in. That means he knows everyone. The guy has



been around the block quite a few times. He
also just got divorced for the third time. T keep
track of stuft like that. I think he found out
who had the other pieces of the puzzle and
made lus own deal a little early and they
snatched the drugs and  stashed  them
somewhere. Then if vou have a really active
imagmation like I do., vou would almost
naturally come to the conclusion that it was all
stashed m the evidence vault by none other than
Will Fargo. It's so danm pertect. it's scary. I
don't know wlhy it is that people always tend to
ignore the obvious. The department. it you
recall, took a lot of heat for the screwup. The
police conmuszioner took it personally.”

Lizzie looked across the kitchen at the green
fiog with the red-painted lips. It seemed to be
leering at her. "Too bad you can't prove any of
that. Guess what. Will Fargo's brother came to
the station this moming to get Will's things.
Tlree big boxes trom the vault. His buttertly



collection. He siened it out and 1z now
probably back home m Spokane, Seattle, or
wherever he lives."”

The reporter looked so shocked. Lizzie alimost
langhed. "Buttertly collection?"

The green firog with the pamted lips looked like
it was langling now. "Yes. butterfly collection,
The cliet’ knew all about Will's collection.
Seems like evervone m the department knew
about 1t but me. The boxes had red sealing wax
all over the lids. The cluef’ gave the okay to
release the boxes because they'd audited the
evidence room and the vault as soon as word
came down that Will passed away. Evervthing
checked out one hundied percent. There was no
reason Hof to release it, according to the cluef”

The stupefied expression stayed on Nathan's
face. "Buttertly collection?”



Lizzie sighed. "You said that already. I know
what vou're thinking because I've been tlhunking
the same thng all day. Those boxes were
weighed. The weight was exactly the same
today as it was when they were first put m
there. That's what I mean by evervthing
checking out. Is it diugs or is it money? I don't
know. Paper money 15 nowhere near ag heavy
as kilos of cocame. I'm thinking it's money, and
the dings were ludden somewhere else.”

"What makes vou think that, Acgie?"

"Cop's mtuition. Sometimes nm1y memory gets a
little tuzzy. How many kilos were there?”
Lizzie rubbed at her temples m an attempt to
prove her memory wasn't what it should be.

"Tt was all speculation. don't you remember? At
the paper we just quoted probable street values.
You say a hundred kilos and only eighty show
up at recovery. people get dowmight pissy, and



all kinds of things go wrong. It always bothered
me, and it bothered miy boss. too, that the might
of the bust. the warehouse was empty.
Everything was so synchromzed 1t just smelled
from the git-go. The other really wenrd thing
wag nothing was beme said on the street. The
snitches clanumed up, no one was talking.
There were no shoot-outs or dead bodies at that
time. Everytlung literally shut down. It was like
the raid, the bust never happened.”

"You're saying tlus iz because... becanse of
bad cops?" Lizzie's stomach started to heave.
Think Plem B. Think Pian B. Nathan's head
bobbed up and down.

Lizzie nodded sagely. giving the mmpression she
knew what he was talking about. "I guess we
need to try to figure out where #ev stashed it
all. Azsunung you're corvect.”

Nathan stared across the table at Lizzie. His



caze was intense and vet smoldermg at the
saime time. Lizzie's body started to tingle as she
let her imagmation tun wild. Fhat wondd it be
liketo...?

Nathan snapped his fingers. "Earth to Aggie.
We need a starting poimt. It Will Fargo was
neat and orderly as well as methodical., T'd say
that's where we start. T'll clear it with my boss
and go to Spokane. Or 1s 1t Seattle where lhis
brother lives? We have to find out. YWant to go
with me? We can 1y up tomght and be back
tomorrow afternoon. Aggie, it would be a hell
of a bust for you if you manage to solve this
and bring down Tom's killers, your very own
partner, mn the bargamn. I get the front page, and
we all live happily ever after. You wana go
for it?"

"T have company. Nathan. T can't just go off and
leave them like that. Of course I want to go
with you. Right now, you need to know and



understand sometlune. It will not be happily
ever atter. The whole departiment will view me
the way they did that cop in New Yok,
Chicago., or wherever he was. Fiust they'll
transter me here and there. and when things
heat up, I'll have to go undercover and hide out.
Cops do not twn other cops in. Never. No
matter what. There is a blue wall. no matter
how much they protest. There are still
prejudices where women on the force are
concermed. They deny that also. It's okay. I can
handle it. If T'm forced mto retirement, I can
handle that, teo." Zhink Plen B, Plan B— her
safety net.

"Attagnl, Aggie. Listen, I'm not going to let
aivthing happen to vou. I work for a very
powertful newspaper, and I know other
reporters around the country who work tfor
even more povwertill newspapers. How about
this? T call some of my fitends to come over and

. entertam vour friends this evening. You say



home-cooked meal. they'll be here like wlute
on rice. Theyre nice guys., Aggie. White-collar
professionals on thew way up the ladder. All of
them are in their late thuties. How about it?"

"T'll 1un it by the girls. T hate leaving... Gus. I
guess the cirls can look after frinn 7

"Okay, go check with them. T'll call the cuys.
I'll say eight o'clock, and T'll make the plane
reservations. You can pay me back later
because I'm gomg to charge it to the paper.
Investigative work., you know. You okay with
that?"

"Yeah.Iam. I'll... ah, check with the gils.”

Outside, Lizzie dropped to her haunches and
wlusgpered out the deal to the cirls, who were
sunning themselves on colorful beach towels in
the nuddle of the yard. "You'll have to cook.
Youre a good cook, Noreen. Someone will



have to go to the store. T'll leave money on the
table and the kevs to miy car. Promise me vou
won't let anvtlung happen to Alice. T hate doing
this. cirls, but it really 15 mmportant. I swear, T'll
make it up to vou. And the guys who will be
coming over are yuppies, wlite-collar,
climbing the corporate ladder. What could be
sweeter?"

"You sold us." Candy chirped. "Do we go for a
walk after dinmer, then watch a video? I'm new
to this suburban litestyle.”

"Sounds good to me. Okay, take care of my
dog, don't let any strangers in, and don't ansyver
the phone. Unplug it. I should be back
sometime late tomorrow afternoon.”

"Lizzie. take care of vourself, okay? WWe're
going to worry about you." Noreen said. a
fiown settling between her well-defined
evebrows.



Lizzie looked at the worried expressions on her
fitends' faces. "Hey, I'm a big cirl. I'm more
worried about vou with these Southern boys.
You take it easy on them, you hear?” The girls
langhed. Lizzie telt better when she entered the
kitchen through the back door.

"TIt's done." Nathan said. "The guys will be here
at eight. We have a five-thuty flight. That
means yith all the new auport security, we
have tune to pack a bag, get a quick bite to eat,
and head for the anport. Hartsfield is not a fun
place to stand i lne, so let's get cracking
because I have to stop at niy place to pick up
my things."”

"Yes, sir,” Lizzie said. snapping off a sloppy
salute.

It was ramung in Spokane when the plane set



down on the nurway.
"T feel like T never left home." Lizzie grumbled.
"Tt's late, Nathan. Do yvou want to find a hotel
or go to Daniel Fargo's house first?"”

"Wy out savs we should go to lus honse first.
Since it 18 #o late, let's just take a taxi mstead
of renting a car. You have the address, right?"

It was raw and damp outside the termunal.
Lizzie shivered mside her heavy navy sweater.
"Yes. I do. It we can wrap this up tomght, we
nught be able to take the first flight out m the
moring.”

Nathan grinned. "Are von afraid of spending
quality time with me, Aggie Jade?"

"Of course not. Look, there's a taxi. Grab i,
Nathan. I hope 1t has a working heater m it."”



Forty minutes later. Nathan paid the driver,
asked for the munber of the cab company so he
could call for a retwn pickup, and removed
their bags, which he slung over his shoulder.

Lizzie contimed to shiver as she looked
around the quiet neighbothood. With the
exception of two driveway lights, the
neighborhood was totally dark. Daniel Fargo's
houge sat in the nuddle of the block. seven
houses away from the sodinm vapor light at the
end of the block. The neighborhood had an
eerie feel to it.

Daniel's house looked small from the front,
possibly a two or three-bedroom house, kind of
like Aggie's house. There was no front porch,
but there was a stoop with tlwee steps. Ram
contimied to pour down and around then. They
ran for the stoop.

Nathan set the bags down on the stoop and rang



the bell, three quick jabs. They could hear it
pealing inside as they waited for a light to
come on. The house remained dark and silent.
He pressed the bell tlree more times. Nothing
happened.

"WMavbe he's a heavy sleeper.” Lizzie said, her
teeth chattering. "Or., maybe he 1sn't hone.
Or..."

"Do you know where the other brother lives?”

Lizzie lmddled against the pillar holding up the
little stoop. "No. I don't even know if either of
them 1z married. Maybe Damiel went to the
other brother's house. I don't think so. though.
Daniel said he was going home. Ring the bell
again."

Nathan rang the bell. When nothing happened,
he said. "T'm going to go around to the back and
try the door. Sometimes people leave their



kitchen doors open. Or, maybe the door leading
into the garage 1z open. My tather always used
to leave ours open.”

"That's breaking and enterme.” Lizzie gasped.

"T'm not going to break into anvthing. T'm
gomg to tun the handle on the door to see if
it's open. If it's open. T'll walk through, and
open the fiont door for you.”

Lizzie was too wet and cold to arcue. She was
also getting crankier by the munute. She velped
in swprise when the door behund her opened
and Nathan pulled her mside. "Told you the
carage door would be open. I don't think
anyone 1 home. Let vour eyes get accustomed
to the dark. I don't think we should twn any
lights on."”

"Let's find the thenmostat and tum the heat up
first, okay?"



"Look, Aggie, there's lus suwitcaze. You were
right, he did come home I tfound the
thermostat, and I'm tuwming it up to eighty
degrees. Take off’ yvour wet clothes and stick
them in the diver. It's in the sarage. I saw it
when I came tlwough. I'm gomng to look
around. T don't think he was maried, Agoie.
There aren't any doodads scattered around. I
don't see any plants or anything. The kitchen
looked pretty barve. T think the guy was either a
bachelor or divorced. No kids either because
there weren't any bicycles or wagons in the
garage."”

Lizzie made her way to the garage through the
kitchen. where she peeled off her sweater and
tee shut. She pulled out an armful of towels,
tossed her stuft ., and tuwmed it on. She
wrapped the towels around her.

She looked around. Nathan was right. Three
aluminum lawn chairs leaned against the wall.



A lawn mower and a ladder were on the
opposite wall. A box of blue fiunace filters
were m fiont of the ladder. The only other
items in the garage were a shovel and a rake
the comer. She made her way mto the kitchen.
Daniel Fargo appeared to be a tidy man. She
could hear Nathan calling Daniel's name as he
made hisg way to the second tloor.

Wrapped m the towels from head to toe. she
felt like a munumy as she opened cabmets and
the refiigerator. Daniel Fargo lived alone. He
was a neat. orderly person. Evervthing i the
cabinets and the small pantry was aliened m
neat rows. The refrigerator had tresh tiuit and
vegetables m the bing. The caton of nulk,
according to the expiration date, hadn't expired
yet. A bowl of leftover spaghetti sat on the
nuddle shelf. Cold cuts in Ziploc bags were m
the meat drawer. A plate of fiied chicken
wrapped m plastic wrap was on the bottom
shelt. A bottle of wine, six bottles of beer. and



tlhree cans of Diet Pepsi were on the door shelf
along with vartous condiments. Obviously
Daniel Fargo knew how to cook.

It was warmer now, almost toasty. Lizzie felt
herself start to relax. She ran upstans when she
heard Nathan call her name. "What?" she called
out breathlessly at the top of the steps.

"T'm i here. Look at this!"

A night-light above the baseboard showed her
the way to the room where Daniel waited. He
was gitting on the tloor. He'd closed the blmds
and a small might table lamp gave off’ enough
light for her to see little mounds of red sealing
wax all over the floor. "I found 1t tlus way.
There is one butterfly collection in each of the
boxes. Pick one up. Aggie, and see if the box
feels as heavy as it did when vou removed it
from the shelf at headquarters.”



Wrapping the towels around her more tightly to
keep them in place, Lizzie lifted one of the
boxes. She shool her head. "No. they were a lot
heavier. I remember wondermg at the time
what Will could have i the way of paperwork
that weighed fifty pounds. T guess I thought
each box weighed around fifty pounds. T alzo
remembered thinking I would get a hema if T
picked them up. My rookie helped me. How
nuich do you think one of those glass cases
weighs?"

Nathan picked up one of the butterfly cases,
moving it around to get a feel tor it. "Actually,
they aren't glags. they're plastic. Mavbe a few
ounces. no more. Take a look at these, Agoie.
Areal good look."”

Still clutching the towels, Lizzie bent over the
butterfly cases that Nathan lined up on the
floor. "They all look the same to me."”



"That's because they are the same. I'm no
expert on stutt like this but my conunon sense
tells me what we're looking at could be ordered
from a catalog for $19.95. When I was a lkad. T
ordered ant tarms and bug farms and stutt like
that. The ants came in sealed glass, but the bugs
came in cases like this. You're the cop, Agoie.
What does this mean?"”

Lizzie's eves were wild. and she was starting to
sweat. "It means... 1t means... Will stashed lhis
real collection someplace else and this was just
a red herring. I think the boxes were full of
money from his and his cromes’ past deals. I
might be a cop. but I'm not a mind reader,
Nathan. You know what else? I'm going to
nusgz Will Fargo's service tomomow. Cluef
Shay 1¢ expecting a one hundred percent
turnout. God, how could T have been so stupid
to forget something like that?"

"They won't hold it against vou when the truth



comes out, Aggie. You could call lum first
thing m the moming and say..."

Lizzie swiped at the perspiation on her
forehead with the hem of one of the towels. "
can't tell lum where T am. At least not yvet. God,
what 1f the chiet sends xomeone to the house to
look tor me. I can't even call the zuls to tell
them to be on the lookout becamse I told them
to unplug the phone. I don't have any of their
cell phone numbers with me. This 15 going to
put me in the tall grass, Nathan."”

Nathan leaned back against the bed. He'd never
seenn Agoie Jade this aaitated before. She
looked vulnerable and beaten. He wanted to
reach out to pull her closer to him, but he
didn't. What would it be like to kiss her agam?
His imagination ran wild as he conteniplated
what would come after the kiss. He cleared lus
throat, hoping it would drive away his thoughts.



"Say sometling, Nathan."”

His voice was guff-sounding. "Short term.
Aggie. You have to tlhunk long term. Think
about how it will be when you wrap it up.
You'll be a hero. They'll give you a ceremony
and a medal. You'll get vour picture m the
paper. I'll do the write-up personally.”

"Dammit, Nathan. I'm not interested in
becoming a hero. and I don't need any medals.
All T want to do 1s find out who killed my
partner and almost killed me and my dog.
That's all I want."”

"Okay. okay. Take it easy. Wait right here while
I turn the heat down. Don't move, Aggie. T'll
bring your clothes up trom the drver and put
nune . Do you want to part with those
towels? If not. you're going to have to talk to
me when I'm m the butt"”



Lizzie thought about it. "Toss miy clothes up
the steps. and T'll get dressed and tlwow down
the towels."

Nathan laughed. He was still langlhing when
Lizzie tossed down the towels. He was back
within minutes. "You look good m vellow."
she quipped. Even in the sparse lamplight, she
could see how the vellow towels brought out
gold flecks in lus brown eves. Why had she
thought he had aray eves? Mavbe it was the dim
light, she dithered.

"You should see me v neturel ® Nathan
quipped n retun. At her gour look, he asked,
"What's our game plan here?"”

"T don't think we have a game plan, Nathan. T'l]
tell vou what I thisk happened. I think Daniel
arrived home, caried his  Dbrother's boxes
upstans to store then, then started to feel bad. I
think he opened one of the boxes. saw that it



was full of money, was shocked witless, then
opened the other two. found the same thing,
panicked, and lit out. T bet you five dollars if
you lut the redial button on his phone, he made
a call to his other brother. They are probably
meeting somevwhere as we speak, or they're on
a plane to God knows where. If they're driving,
they ditched their cars, picked up another one,
and could be anywhere. When thmes like this
happen. the parties nvolved start to think like
criminals. They're plotting and planning  and
anticipating. Hey, they conld be on their way to
Mexico. They could really get lost there. What
do vou think?"

"It sounds... more than believable.” One long
arm reached up for the phone on the mightstand.
Nathan pulled it off and lut the redial button.
The phone rang on the other end of the line
twenty tunes before he hung up. He craned lus
neck to see the munmbers on the caller ID. "The
area code 1s 619, That's Chula Vista,



Califormia. I know it because I have a cousmn
who lives there. You can cross the border into
Tijuana in titteen nunutes from where he lives.
Owr guy here is probably meeting the Drother
there, and from that meeting place. thev're lost
to us. That leaves us back at square one. What
do yvou want to do now, Detective?"

Lizzie rubbed at her neck. She was starting to
feel achy and hoped she wasn't coming down
with something. "We can't prove there was
anvthing i those boxes except what we're
seeing. For all we know, there might have been
books or magazmes on buttertlies mside. All
the suspicions, all the intuition in the world
isn't gomg to change a thing Cold hard tacts
backed up with proof are what counts."”

"Are you saving the brothers are going to get
away with it? Here, let me do that. Sit still. T
have magic fingers."



"Ooool. that feels good. Don't stop. Himm.
For now theyre getting away with it. Right
now. like I said, they're full of panic and not
thinking clearly. All they see 1z all that money.
Thev've embarked on a lite of fear. They'll be
looking over thewr shoulders for the rest of
thewr lives. Daniel Fargo seemed like a decent
man. I'm sure the other brother is the same way.
They saw the money, and thenr world tumned
upside down. Not that this 15 any consolation,
but halt the people i this world would have
reacted the same way." She halt twined. her tace
in profile. She felt his lips on her neck. then on
her tlwoat. There was no reason to object, so
when hig lips found hers. she met them eagerly.

"Hinmnunm. Oh, yes. Hommum."”



Chapter Nine

Lizzie opened one eve and looked around. She
felt dingged, as if she'd taken a sleeping pill
and still had five howrs of sleep to go. She
s(ueezed her eves shut and stretched out her
legs. Naked legs. Legs that felt something next
to them. This tune, both eyes flew open. She
gingerly moved one leg and then the other. Her
arm moved just as gmgerly. She almost velped
in surprise. She was naked as a javbird. her
partner the same.

"You looking' for gold or something?" a sleepy
voice meuired.

"Or something."” Lizzie muttered. "Iz this where
we ask one aother if we'll still be respecting
one ancther?"

"Oh, I respect vou all 11_11t In nry wildest
dreams [ never e:{pected. .



"What? What did vou never expect?” Lizzie
asked shrilly.

"That vou would be so..."
"So what?" Lizzie asked even more shrilly.

"So wninhibited. For some reason I had vou
down as a prude. Well, not exactly a piude
but... T guess I just wasn't expecting you to be
s0...hoisterons.”

Lizzie reared up. vanking at one of the vellow
towels to cover her bosom. "Boisterous?
Boisterous! Is that what you said, boisterous?"

"Did I say agife, too? Man, you can move. ”

Agile. To her ears it sounded like he was
comparing her to a trapeze artist. Lizzie wished
the tloor would open up and swallow her
whole. Unlike Aggie, she was agile. She smiffed



to show what she thought of his assessment.

If he was a smart man. Nathan would have left
it alone. Instead. because he was so happy. he
ran with his runaway tongue. "I thought you
were going to be full of scars and wounds and
stuft. You're unbiemished "

Oh shit! "You were looking at nmiy body?”
Pretend anger rang in Lizzie's voice. God, how
was she going to get out of this one?

"Well. hell. Aggie. we were... you did... how
could T help but... vou were looking at me,
too. and don't deny 1t." Nathan blustered.

Aggie had said if all else failed. she was to lie.
"Not that it's any of your busmess, Nathan, but
I had plastic surgery becanse... because the
scars were #0... 0 ugly. The department's
insurance paid for it all.”



"You should thank that surgeon then because
he did a hell of a job. T bet in real daylight on
the beach m a bikimi you can't tell a thme I
expected vou to be a little more on the scrawny
side with all the weight they said vou lost. You
looked real bony at that news conterence.”

"This would be a real good time for you to shut
up. Nathan. I'm having a hard time realizing
vou and I had sex on zome strange man's floor
in the nuddle of the meht. Right now I do not
care to dizcuss my scars or lack thereot or my
boiy frame or my enthusiastic response to...
to..."

"You sure can whoop and hoeller. T loved it.
You got right mto it. I do like a willing partner
who's experimental. At one pomt, I thought
sioke was coming out of my ears."

Experimental. Hiz voice was so  delirious-
sounding, Lizzie wanted to smack him. It was



all conung back to her now. In her life she'd
never had such satisfying sex. Her face was
siuddenly o hot she wondered it she was
munimg a fever. "T'm going to take a shower."”

"Let's do it together. Shower I mean. T'll zoap
your back, and you soap mine."”

"You wish. Go downstairs and make some
coffee. I don't think Mr. Fargo will mind. He's
probably never gomg to come back here
anvway. This whole thing 1s mind-boggling. If
the local police knew we were here doing what
we've been domg. they would Dbe entirely
justified i arrestmg us. Prizson pallor 13 a
terrible thing." Aggie said. clutching the towels
to her bDody ax she stomped her way to the
batlwoom. Betore she slammed the door shut
and locked it. she thought she heard Nathan
nmuunble something about still waters running
deep. She locked the door, not because she
didn't trust Nathan Hawk but because she didn't



trust herself.

Downstawrs, one of the vellow towels wrapped
around his naked nuddle, Nathan tfixed the
coffeepot. While it dripped. Ius mind raced. It
was still racing when he got out the nulk. the
siugar, and the cups. He looked around for
Aggie’s purse and tound it m the living room
where she'd dropped it. He carried it mto the
kitchen where he opened 1t and pulled out her
aun. It looked obscene. It looked heavy, and 1t
looked deadly. He picked it up and almost
dropped it. surprised at how heavy it was. He
used both hands to steady the gun.

When Agcie entered the kitchen ten nunutes
later, Nathan was standing with his back to the
stove, straight in front of her. She skidded to an
abrupt stop. She was about to give Nathan a
verbal tongue-lashing when he narrowed his
eves, and said, "Just who the hell are you?
Don't even think about telling me you're Aggie



Jade"

If Lizzie hadn't reached for the doorframe, she
would have tamted with shocl. She did her best
to marshal her thoughts. She needed to be
quick and tast. "What are vou talking about? I
hope vou have the satety on that weapon. Tlus
isn't funny, Nathan. Never pick up a gun unless
you plan on usging it. Day one at the Acadeniy.”

Nathan's eves were almost slits now. Both lus
hands had steadied on the gun he was holding.
"Let me woirry about the safety. Stay right
where you are. No more lies. I'm only gomg to
ask you one more time, who the hell are you?"

Lizzie almost fainted a second time when she
heard the satety click back. "You lnow what,
yvou are crazy! Put the safety back on that cun
betore you end up killing one of us. I'm Aggie.
What's your problem., Nathan?"



"You're mrv problem. whoever vou are. Furst it
was your teeth that were crooked. then they
weren't crooked. then vour dog who s
supposed to be a boy dog but turns ont to be a
airl dog. A dog who used to like me but hates
me now and doesn't answer to the name Gus.
You looked emaciated a few weeks ago but,
boy. you sure are voluptuous now. I didn't feel
any scars anywhere on yvour body to indicate
siwgery of any kind. No matter how fine the
surgeon was who operated on vou. 1t would
still take more than a vear for the scars to fade.
That's for starters.”

"T explained all that. You mean there's more?”
Lizzie kept her eves on the gun the whole time
she was talking. She knew she could take L,
but didn't want to have the gun go off and some
neighbor call the police. The last thing she
needed was to be carted otf to jail.

"Hell. ves, there's more. Aggie Jade does not



have a tattoo on her ass. You know how I
know this, Miss whoever the hell you are?
Aggie and I had a talk once over lunch when I
was frymg to pump zome information out of
her. At the time, some girl walked past our
table and she had a tattoo on her shoulder.
Aggie said she would never, ever, under iy
circimstance mar her body with a tattoo. She
gave mie a ten-nunute dissertation on duty
needles and hepatitis C. Then you show up with
a nice big butterfly on your ass. C'mon, I'm
waiting to hear vour next lie. My finger i1s
getting itchy. Buttertlies. That cuy who died
had a thing about buttertlies. There are
buttertlies upstairs. Are vou in this with those
creeps? Did they ace you out of your share of
the money? Did vou set me up to come here? I
want a danm answer and I want 1t now!”
Nathan waved the gun m a wide arc.

He had her. and she knew it. "Put the safety on
the gun, and I'll tell vou what you want to



know. Lay the gun on the counter and walk
away from it. Otherwize, shoot me now."”

"Like I'm really going to do that. You talk. and
you talk now. Don't tlhink you can sweet-talk
me because of that wild romyp m the sack
either." His voice was so virtuous., so offended,
Lizzie almost langhed.

Instead. Lizzie clenched her teeth. She was a
professional gambler. A danm good one, too.
Right nov she had to make a decision. "Go to
hell, Nathan." She turned and walked mto the
dinmg room and then the living room. She was
betting her lite on the fact that Nathan Hawlk
wouldn't fire the gun. She praved with each
step she took. YWhen she entered the living
room. she sat down on what was probably
Daniel Fargo's favorite chair. She waited.

She heard lum before she saw him. He looked
rather cute with the towel wrapped amound lus



nuddle. He still held the gun. but the safety was
on. Lizzie heaved an mnward sigh of reliet. He
was only a few mches away firom her. She
thought he looked contused. She looked up at
him at the same time her hand snaked out to rip
the towel away. Seconds later Nathan Hawk
was on the floor with Lizzie's foot on his neck.
"How's that for agility. Mr. Hawk? You don't
ever want to pull a qun on me, or anyone else,
unless vou're prepared to shoot. Is that clear?"”

AWk

"T told vou I would tell you what you wanted to
know if you put the safety on and put the cun
on the counter. I eness where the gun 1¢ right
now 18 good enough. You move, and I'll crush
your neck. Do you understand what I'm
saying?"

"Awk"



"'m going to take that as a ves. Too bad you
can't take notes. Mr. Repoiter. I'm Aggie's
sister, Lizzie. We're twins. Aggie never wanted
anyone to lknow about me because of my... my
colortnl lifestyle. In my line of work, I didn't
actually brag about nry sister the cop either. It
worked for us.

"T didi't even know Aggie was wounded or that
she had almost died until she was back home
and called me. I feel really bad about that.
When Aggie asked me to take her place, I didn't
think twice. I packed up and came right away.
Aggie recovered, but even she knew she wasn't
ready to retiun to work. She didn't want to take
the ninety days' leave she still had coming to
her because she thought the trail leading to
Tom Madsen's murderers wonld grow colder
than it already was. Aggie’s m Pensylvania
raiging organic carrots. YWe can call her on your
cell phone if you like."”



Nathan shook his head as though he couldn't
believe what he was hearme. "Raising organic
carrots?" he nnunbled.

Lizzie 1gnored his comment. "Yes, I'm
impersonating a police officer, and yes, I know
the penalty for doing that. Aggie and I Dboth
thought 1t was worth the risk. My dog 15 named
Alice. Aggie has Gus with her. We needed a
dog that looked like Gus. and Alice was the
only one who could pass for hum. We didn't
think anyone would get down and look at his
belly. That was our nustake. As for my tattoo,
that's none of youwr danm business. You
shouldn't have been staring at n1y ass m the furst
place. What else do you want to know?" She
removed her tfoot and stood back. While
Nathan stiuggled to a sitting position, she
picked up the gun. She didn't point it at him.

Alex rubbed at Ius neck. "I have just one
question. Who was Imaking love to last mght?"



Lizzie bent down to pick up the vellow towel.
She tossed 1t to him. "Me. Lizzie Jade. It's not
coing to happen again, so you can live on vour
memories. Take yvour shower so we can get out
of here. It's gomg to be light in a few nunutes.
Il call for a taxi to pick us up in tifteen
nmunutes.”

It was two-thirty in the afternoon when Lizzie
walked into Agoie's house. Nathan Hawlk
behind her. She looked around at the messy
living room and grimaced.

Nathan grimed from ear to ear. "It must have
been a hell of a party.”

Lizzie threw her hands in the air. "You sent a
bunch of party animals to... to... entertain niy
fitends. My sister said vou were trustworthy.
Ha!"



Lizzie stomped her way into the kitchen to
another mess. She picked up the trash
contamer. "They were your fiiends, o you do
the kitchen. and I'll do the living room. I hate
messes like tlhis. How could six people make
stich a mess?"”

"Aggie... Lizzie, wait a mumite. You haven't
said two words to me since we left Spokane. I
have a right to be pissed. and vou have a right
to be pissed. That makes us even. Let's try to
get bevond what happened and back on track.
I'm not going to blow your cover. We have a
better chance of tinding out what happened that
night it we work together. And, I'm sony tor
pointing the gun at you. I mean that, Lizzie. It's
just that I felt o contiused and angy when I
realized vou weren't Aggie.”

Lizzie sniffed as she plugged in the phone to
check the messages. There were #ix fiom Cluet
Shay. She retwrned hus call, her toot tapping



with anxiety. "It's Acgie Jade, Chief" She bit
down on her lip as she listened to hus turade. "I
wanted to go. Chiet. T had every mtention of
gomg, but I couldn't make mivself actually do
it. I... T went off to... to someplace I've never
been to... to think." It wasn't exactly a lie. She
did think about Will's memorial service. "All T
can say 1s I'm sowry. Yes, I'll be m the day atter
tomorrow. Yes, I will be at Zack's retirement
party. A party iz different from a memorial
service, Clief. T'm tine, Chietl Tt was just
something I had to work out onmy own. Thank
you."

Lizzie whirled around. "Did you see an wmn at
Daniel Fargo's house?"”

'"No. Did you?"
"Maybe it was m his lnggage. We didn't check

hig suitcaze. I don't know anything about...
about cremation. Do they give you the ashes



right away or do you have to pick them up
later? It's obscene to think they would mi!
themm to a person. I'm sure it 1z0't important to. ..
to the investigation. I'm sure he nmst have
taken them with lum since we think he was
meeting with lug  Dbrother. Let's think he
scattered the ashes somewhere. I hate loose
ends." She wag dithermg and didn't know wly.

"Lizzie, it doesn't matter. You are like Aggie in
some ways. Aggie would have been concemed
about Will's ashes. too. Atter we get thug all
cleaned up., would vou like to go out to get
something to eat? If vou recall, we didn't eat
yvesterday. I'm starving. The paper doesn't know
I'm back. so no one will be beepmg me. Tl
buzz on home, shower, and change. T unagine
you want to do the same thing. I'll come back
and pick yvou up. C'mon, Lizzie, stop looking
so mean and dangerous. You're starting to
scare me."



"Okay. But I expect thig kitchen to be spotless.”
It was just too danm hard to stay anay at
Nathan. He had such a wingome smile.

"Are you alwavs such a hard-ass?"

Lizzie stopped i her tracks. "Not all the time.”
she said sottly.

IIDh.”

Back in the living room, Lizzie, her mund
racing, collected beer bottles, coffee cups. and
dessert plates. She emptied ashtrays and
cathered up paper napking and  cavied
everything back to the kitchen. Before she went
upstairs, she plumped up cushions, spraved
Lysol, and cuddled with Alice, who lathered
her with wet kisses.

There was a smile on her face when she made
her way to the second floor and the shower.



When she was finished. her hair slicked back,
and dressed m a khaki satar dress and sandals,
she peeked m on her visiting roommates, who
were all sleepmg xoundly, blissful expressions
on thewr faces. Nathan was right. it must have
been a hell of a party. She scribbled off a note
firom a sticky pad and stuck it to the vamty
IHITOr,

The dishwasher was puring. the kitchen neat
and tidy. Nathan might not lknow how to cook,
but he did know how to clean up. She felt
pleased at the thouglit. Alice nmuidged her leg to
let her know she needed to be walked. Lizzie
fastened the leash and led the shepherd out the
firont door. They walked around the block
twice, and got back to the house just in time to
see Nathan pull up in the driveway.

Nathan clumbed out of the car. approached
them, and said. "Hi there. Alice!”



Alice sniffed his hands, his shoes, and finally
decided he had a right to be there.

"I'm ready to go., Nathan. Just let me take Alice
into the housze T'll be out in a minute.”

Inside, Alice ran up to the second floor wlhile
Lizzie searched for her purse. Key m hand,
purse on her shoulder, Lizzie was locking the
door when the phone rang. She debated a
moment too long before reopening the door.
By the time she reached the phone, 1t had
stopped ringing. She waited several moments
betore she punched m the nunbers that would
release Aggie's voice mail. She stood rooted to
the floor when she heard Daniel Fargo's voice.

Lizzie waved to Nathan when he poked lus
head in the doorway. She numed Daniel's name
and pomted to the phone. She was literally
speechless when she hnng up the phone. "That
was Darnel Fargo. He said he needed to talk to



me about something urgent and would call me
tonight at eight o'clock miy time. I guess my
instincts were right. I think he saw all that
money, panicked, and ran. T wish he had lett a
phone munber, but he didn't. What do vou
think, Nathan?" She felt good just looking at
him lounging m the doorway. With clothes on,
he looked terrific: without clothes on. he
looked even better.

"T think vou're right. I also think yvou should
call your sister. We can do it in the car on the
way to the restaurant. She 1s. after all, the cop.
Mavbe we need to go with her instincts. Not
that yours and mine aren't good” he added
hastily, "but she is a cop.”

Lizzie nedded as she stepped into Nathan's car.
"T think that's a good 1dea.”

Nathan settled himself belund the wheel and
twned on the ienition. "You agreed with me?”



he asked m stumed surprise. "Does that mean
you're over your mad spell?”

Without a doubt. Nathan Hawk was one of the
nicest men she'd ever met. She'd been known
for shooting herselt i the foot. as Aggie put it,
when it came to men. It was probably true. As
soon as a guy started getting too serious. she
broke off the relationship. In her own way,
Aggie did the zame thme Lizzie knew she
needed to fall back and regroup.

"T wasn't really mad. I felt like T blew it. like I
let Aggie down. On top of that, you and I had
that wild make-out session, which, while it was
nice, certainly didn't help nxy frame of mund."”

'"Nice. You thought it was nice? I thouelht it
was an electrifyng experience. I could feel

those little hairs mn niy ears buming.”

Electrifving. He was a reporter, and reporters



loved adjectives. She laughed. "Okay,
electrifying 1 good”" She picked up the cell
phone trom the conzole and dialed Aggie's
number. Aggie picked up on the towrth ring.

"Aggie, it's me. I have some things to tell vou.
Sit. dovwn and listen, and don't start to scream
and yell until T'm finished. It you don't promise,
I'm going to hang up. Okay, this is what's been
happening. .."

Fifteen mmutes later, just asx Nathan swerved
into the parking lot of O'Lacy's Pub, Lizzie told
her sister., "Now you can scream and yell. Tell
me what you want me to do. How are the
organic carots doing? Really, every single seed
sprouted? Aggie. that's wondetil. Hey, I
forgot to tell you szomething. I had to tell
Nathan the tiath. What do you mean, why?
Because he figured it out and pulled my gun on
me, that's why., What gave it away? The
butterfly on niy butt. We were having sex.



Agoie. He gave me his word he wouldn't blow
nry cover. I know you can't trust reporters. He
says he's different, and we carr tiust lum. If he
utters one word. I'll kill him and drag his dead
body to the quarty. So. what do you want me to
do?"

Lizzie leaned back and sighed. "T like it better
when you scream and vell, Aggie. T hate it when
you get pissy like this. T didn't do anything
wrong. I was on top of 1t all the way. Do I go to
Chiet' Shay? What should I say to Daniel
Fargo? Do I tell him to bring the money back?
Agaie, for all you know, Will Farge may have
gone to Vegas and won a fortune. Maybe he
was a secret cambler. None of ug can prove it's
dimg money at this pomt. Hell, we don't even
know tor sure it there was money in the boxes.
Maybe he's calling for some other reason. We
didn't see the wm with lug Dbrother's ashes
arywhere. I don't know if that means anything
or not. More likely not. Mavbe he's calling to



ask me to... to pick them up and mail them...
it, whatever. to him. For God's sake, Aggie, I
don't know. I'll call you after I hear trom ham.
I'm glad the carrots are coming up, sis."

Lizzie broke the comnection and closed the flap
of the cell phone She slipped it back mto the
console. "You are not on my sister's tavorite
person list today. Nathan. She said we can't
adnut we were at Damiel Fargo's house. She
said to play dumb and use conunon senze when
he calls. She recommends we dummy up a
notebook that looks like the one Tom had and
show it to either Dutch Davis or Joe Sonders,
And, she savs we, that's ag m you and I, smce I
involved you. should let them know we know
what was in Will's boxes. It will be okay, she
said, to pretend there were records and lists and
stuff' like that. Incrmunating things. Do you
tlhink we can do that, Nathan?"

"I don't see why not. We can work out a plan



while we eat. I am so starved I could eat arass.
If you can sit still long enough for me to walk
around. T'll open the door tor you."”

"Why would vou want to do that?" Lizzie
asked.

"Because I'm a auy. and you're a gl and my
mother taught me how to treat a lady. Believe
it or not, I'm an eld-tashioned kind of guy."

"Okay. I'll sit here and wait for vou to open the
door." In spite of herself. Lizzie felt pleased.
She'd never met an old-faslhioned guy betore or
at least one who admitted to being old-
fashioned. She'd thought they were an extinct
Species.

"This place has some really cood food Best
ribs in all Atlanta. Their steaks are butter soft.
Their baked potatoes are better than Wendy's.
They also have this areat loaf of garlic bread



that comes with a red-hot dipping sauce. There
is nothing Irish about this place at all. On St.
Patrick's Day they serve green beer. but that's it.
For dessert they have tlus cake called
Chocolate Thunder. With a scoop of ice cream.
The after-dinner coftee 15 s0 good you have to
have three cups.”

Lizzie laughed. "You like food, don't you?"

Nathan held the door open for Lizzie to enter
the restamnant. "I love good food It we get
married. will you cook?"”

If we get married She decided to 1gnore
Nathan's comment. "This might come as a
shock, Nathan, but I do know how to cook. I
just don't have the time. It's easier to eat out.
Saves lugging all those @oceries home and
putting them away. I live in a high-rize on the
twenty-fourth floor. Canving aroceries got real
old, real quick. I alzo like to order mn."”



"Table for two." Nathan said to the hostess.
"How about a table in the Rooster Room?" He
twned to Lizzie and grnmed. "T really love
food. Good food. I'm relieved that vou know
how to cool.”"” He winked at her.

"The Rooster Room 1s our most popular room,
and I do have a table. Follow me." the pely
hostess said as she picked up two menus.

Lizzie's heart fluttered at the roguish wink. She
looked around the moment they were seated.
"Tt's nice m here."”

"It's my favorite room i the restaurant. I cuess
the owner likes roosters. He has a duck roon. a
horse room., and a pigeon room. This one 1s
away from the kitchen and all the noise. Most
people want to be closer to the front so they
can keep tabs on what's going on. This 1% a very
popular eatery. We're early. That's the only
reason we got a table. Usually vou have to



make a reservation weeks i advance.”

When the waitress appeared for their drink
order. Aggie ordered white wine and Nathan
ordered Coors m a bottle,

"Look at all those roosters.” Lizzie =said,

pointing to the wall.

"They're all the same rooster. His name was
OLacy. When he pagsed on, the owner had lum
stuffed. He's i the lobby."”

Lizzie arumaced. "That was probably more than
[ wanted to know, Nathan."

"They sav he died of natural causes. He lived to
a ripe old age. Everyone who comes in here
gets to hear the story. There's a story for every
rooin.

"So, Lizzie, tell me about vour colorful past.”



His voice was nonchalant, but the expression in
his eves was intense.

"T really don't think niwy past is any of your
busmess, Nathan. You don't see me asking
about yours, do you?" She was hedging, and
they both knew it.

"Tt's boring as hell, and T'll tell you if you want
to know. VWhen someone savs they have a
colortul past, niy imagiation runs wild."

Two elderly ladies with blue-white hair walked
past their table to take one in the back of the
room. They immediately fired up cigarettes and
ordered two double Manhattans.

"Go with vour mimagmation, Nathan. I'm sure
whatever you conjure up will be more colorful

than my real past.”

Nathan leaned across the table. "Are you



ashamed of vour past. 1s that why von don't
want to talk about it?"

'"No and no. I simply don't think it's any of vour
busmess. I araduated trom colleze and have a
degree m marine biology. Then I went on to get
n1y master's. Aggie got her degree in criminal
justice. Al here's that bread you were talking
about." Lizzie stuck her finger in the bowl of
hot sauce and licked 1t. "This is hot!" she said,
reaching for her water glass.

"T told you it was hot. You have to get used to
it. The next tiune you come here you'll ask them
for a container to go. I don't understand why
you don't want to tallk about your past. It we
develop a relationship. we shouldn't have any
secrets fiom one another. Yowr version of
colorful might be different fiom mine."”

"We don't have a relationship. Nathan. We're
working together, and we had sex m some



strange cuy's house. Read niy lips. That does
not make for a relationship.”

"I'd like to develop a relationship., Lizzie. I
really would.”

Lizzie's heart started fluttermg again. "That's
going to be kind of hard, Nathan. T'll be going
back to Las Vegas when this iz all over. It's
where I lIive and where I work.” Suddenly. she
wished she lived in Atlanta. Now where did
thet thoughit come from,

The reporter looked stiumed. "You mean you're
really going to go back there! Why? I know yvou
said you lived and worked there, but you also
said you were gomg to get closer to Acgie. I
took that to mean vou were considering
moving here. Obviously, that was a nustake on
niy part.”

"Wy don't we talk about all that some other



time, Nathan? Right now niy head isn't exactly
clear. You have 1ssues, I have issues, and
there's a crime waiting to be solved, but I don't
even want to think about it until after I eat.”

Nathan suddenly looked subdued. Lizzie
wished she could wipe the troubled look fiom
his face. She'd srown used to lis exuberant
nature. There was a tinge of desperation in her
voice when she said, "T really like Atlanta. I
might fly back and forth on the weekends. You
know, to stay m touch with Acgie. And you can
fly out to Vegas." She snapped her fingers
under Nathan's nose when she realized he
hadn't heard a word she said.

Lizzie drained the wine in her glass before she
sat back in her chanr and folded her hands. She
watched Nathan rip off a clunk of the
delectable garlic bread and dip it m the hot
sauce. His eves started to water from the hot
clulies. For some reason. she felt like crying,



What was happening to her? She finished her
wine and held up her glass for a retill. The
waitress nodded, locked at Nathan to see it he
wanted a second Coors. Hig head bobbed up
and down.

"If we wait to discuss the case, and niy past is
off-linuts, what would you like to talk about,
Nathan?"

Nathan stared across the room at a huge picture
of' O'Lacy the rooster. wearing a cowboy hat
and six-cun. His voice was low, soft-pitched
when he said, "T woke up once last might and
watched vou sleepme. I thought to myselt I
could fall in love with you very easily. Then I
realized I was comparing vou to Aggie. and I
got all confused. T know Aggie. We crossed
paths lots of times. I was making love to Aggie,
and vet I knew you weren't Aggie. That's the
reason I wanted to know about your past.
Whatever it was, it doesn't matter.



"And yvou're right. it's none of niy business. We
can talk about the weather if you like. T think
the sun nught come out tomorrow. When we
have a spell of bad weather like we've been
having, even with that nice attemoon yesterday,
the paper always runs stuft from the Former’s
Almanac.”

Lizzie looked across the table at her dinner
companion. More than ever, she felt like
crying. She cleared her thwroat betore she took a
healthy culp of wine. "How do you thuk I felt
knowing yvou thought vou were making love to
Ageie? Tt didn't sit very well with me. Then vou
ragged on me. I think I had a right to be
defensive. You want to know about my past, so
I'm going to tell you. Past, present, and future
s0 hold on to your seat, Mr. Reporter.

"I was born. I managed to get through arade
school, grammmar school, lugh school. and
college. It was rough because Aggie and I had



to put ourselves through school by working.
O parents died witlun a year of each other.
There was barely enough money to bury them.
We had each other for support and comifort.

"I wanted adventure and excitement. Aggie
wanted home and hearth. We split up after
graduation. I ended up in Vegas. I tell in love
with the glitz and glamowr, the bells and
wlustles. T did it all. T worked m a strip club.
Yep. I took 1t all off. T was making five
hundred bucks a night. T pumped gas, I drove a
truck, I was a disco dancer. mnway model,
divorce detective, and I'm a cardsharp. T went
back to school to get my master's. I was getting
by on two to three hours sleep a night. T did it.
though. with no help from anyone. I didn't
prostitute  myself either. Then I met .
Papadopolus at a poker game. I won that nigt.
Cleaned them all out. I'm a lucky person.
Betore I knew it, he hired me. YWhat that means.
Nathan, 15, I'm a professional gambler. I'n1 what



they call a high roller. Mr. P. pavs me a
comnussion. I live in a fabulous penthouse,
drive a Mercedes convertible that i1z candy
apple red. T get to shop in the best boutiques,
eat i the finest restaurants, and 1t's all free. M,
P. conps everything. I've been able to bank all
nry money. I'm pretty rich. I know I'm only as
good as my skill and Iuck. It could all end. and
I'd be out in the street i1 a heartbeat. T wanted
to make sure my future was secure. I'm pretty
good with the stock market, too. Like T said.
I'm a luclky person.

"Gambling iz legal i Vegas. I'm not doimng
anything wrong, so don't go thiking I am. Do
you have any questions?" Lizzie fimished the
wine in her glags. Her face felt warm. her neck
red-hot. She was almost afiaid to look across at
Nathan, but she did. His eves looked dark. but
there was a snule m them.

"That's a relief. T thought you were going to say



you'd been m jail or were an ax nmuderer or
something. I do have a question, though. If
your future 1¢ secure, why do you keep doing
it? Do yvou love 1t that nmch?"

Lizzie thought about the question. "I thouglht I
did. The excitement. the big win. i1t's heady
stuff. It gets m your blood. Could I walk away
from it? Of course I could.”

"What would vou do?" Nathan asked curiously.

"My dearee 1 in marine biclogy. I love all that
stuff, but the pay isn't that great. I love being
around water. Vegas 18 desert. Every chance I
get. I head for the ocean.

"One of these days I'm going to buy a dive shop
somewhere far away. That's when I'm ready to
retire. I might take fishing trips. I like to
snotkel. go deep-sea diving. T like to fish. I'm
pretty good on water skis. T own a boat I keep



docked in Califormia. T won it in a lugh-stakes
poker game. It's not exactly a boat. A long as
I'm telling vou the truth, vou nught as well
know, 1t's a vacht. A big one.”

Nathan's eves popped wide. "You own a
vercht? "

"A big one. Staterooms. the whole ball of wax,
I also won a ski chalet in Colorado, and a
cigarette boat. I think I nught have something
like twenty-seven Rolex watches. A cigarette
boat is one of those fast jobs that skun the
water at a hundred milex an hour. T have six
cars. Mavbe seven. Of cowrse I have to pay
storage on all that stuff. When I move on, Tl
have to sell it all.”

"Wow!"

Lizzie finished her third glass of wine. "Just
tell that waitress to bring the Dbottle. It's



amoying to have to keep ordering by the glass.
We need to eat pretty soon. I'm getting light-
headed. How about you?"

Nathan held up his third beer bottle. It was
almost empty. "T think niy eyves are crossing.”
He held up lus hand to signal the waitress.
"We're ready to order. Lizzie, what will you
have?"

"The filet nuanon. the spare ribs. coleslaw,
carrots, the baked potato, and a bottle of Luna
de Luna. Are the carrots organic?” The waitress
shook her head.

"'l have the same thing. but bring me two
beers instead of wine."

Lizzie tore off a clmmk of bread and dipped it
the hot sauce that was now cold. Tears rolled
down her cheeks. but she kept eating and
dipping.



"I'm okay with your past. Did I say that
already?"

"Yep. How about niy wealth?”

"Yeal. I'm okay with that. I just have niy 401k
and a lot of msuwrance. I own my own condo,
and nry car's paid for. It's nune. T don't have a
boat of any kind."

"That's okay. I'll share nune. It costs a fortune
just to lift the anchor. I like the cigarette boat
best. You can go fast i it. but you can go
slow, too."

"T think we nught be a little diunk. We've been
drinking on empty stomachs. How do vou teel
about me maybe falling i love with you?" He
scuinted at her to see her reaction. "Are you
maybe falling m love with me, too?"

Lizzie poured more wine into her glass. "You



are so sweet, Nathan. What was the question
again?"

"T don't remember. We're a pair, aren't we?"
One of the blue-haired ladies i the back said,
"He wants to know if you're falling in love

with hin, too, gilie”

Lizzie leaned back i her seat. "Have you been
telling people our busmess, Nathan?"

"US-luh."”
"Oh. My answer is... my answer 1s... probably.”

"We're going to have to call a taxi to take us
home. Want to spend the mght at niy place?”

"Well. sure, Nathan. My house is full of
people.”



Nathan wageed a playvful finger under Lizzie's
nose. "See, I knew that. That's why I suggested
ny place. My place is nice. Tt doesn't smell or
anything. Not like that. .. place last niglit.”

"We need to talk, Nathan."

"About what? I thought we settled everything.”
"That's right. Where 1s our food?"

Nathan slumgeed. "Beats me."”

Lizzie started to laugh and couldn't stop. She
held up her wineglags, and said, "Here's to me
and you."

"Bravo!” the two blue-haired ladies chortled.



Chapter Ten

Lizzie svwung her legs over the side of the bed
betore she aroaned and dropped her head into
her hands. "Oh, God, I have the Queen Mother
ot all headaches.”

Nathan maneuvered lus long, lean frame until
he was sitting next to her. "T'll fight you tor that
title. It's been years simce I wolke up m tlus
condition. I don't even remember getting mto
bed. We're still dregsed.”

Swmprise rang in his voice. "We slept together
in a bed I wish I could remember what
happened.”

Lizzie groaned again. "Nothing happened. One
ot us would remember 1f something happened.
The last tume I had a headache like this was the
day Aggcie and I gradnated from college. I never
have more than two drinks. I don't like losing



control. How did we get home?"

"Remember those two ladies with the blue
hair? They drove us home. We pronused to
invite them to the wedding iff we ever get
mairied.”

"Oh myyyy God!" Lizzie groaned. "You have
coffee, don't you?"

"Yep. That's about all I have. T nught have
some crackers, but that's pretty nmch it i the
way of tood.”

Lizzie massaged her temples. "Food is of no
interest to me right now. Look, Nathan, the sun
is out!"

"You make the coffee, Lizzie, while T shower.
Or. T can make the cotfee and you shower. I
need to call in to the paper. How about you?"



"T'll do the coffee. T have calls to make. too. I
auess you know we nussed Damiel Fargo's
eight o'clock phone call last might. T want to
check the messages. T guess I'm just not cop
material.”

"Don't be 5o hard on vourself. You were off
duty." At the doorway to the bathroom, Daniel
tumed to face Lizzie, who was struggling to
get to her feet. "I used to have a pair of
sneakers that smelled like nyy mouth tastes. I
have a spare toothbiush I'll leave on the vamty
for you."

Lizzie wimced. "Thanks for sharme that,
Nathan."

As Lizzie made her way tlhrough Nathan's
condo. she had the impression that evervthing
was white. Blinding wlute. She longed tor
sunglasses. And aspirin. A whole bottletill. Her
head telt like a bonge dium szomeone was



beating on. If Acgie could see her now, she'd
shale her head in disgust.

A bright red coffeepot stood on the kitchen
counter. Next to it was a can of Folzer's and a
package of brown filters. Lizzie ran water fiom
the tap. filled the pot. and added coftee with a
red plastic scoop Dbefore she picked up the
kitchen phone. She dialed Aggie's voice mail
code and waited. "Detective Jade, thix ix Daniel
Fargo again. I need to talk to vou desperately.
I'll keep calling you till T reach you. I'm sorry I
don't have a mumber I can leave with vou. I
tried calling you at the station house, but they
said you were off duty. Tll keep trving every
two hours until I reach vou.”

There were other messages, too. Lizzie
skimmed over them. only clicking on Daniel
Fargo's messages. He'd lett five other
messages. All of them were the same, all of
them had the same note of desperation with the



possible exception of the last one which was so
frantic, the man could barely speak. She lnng
up the phone, then had an idea.

Lizzie picked up the phone, dialed mto the
voice mail and changed the message Aggie had
left for callers. "This 15 Detective Agnes Jade.
If vou need to reach me m an emergency, please
call thig number, 419-5058. or leave a number
where you can be reached.”

The minute the coffee stopped dripping. Lizzie
poured herselt a cup. She didn't bother with
CI'ealn Of SUZAr.

Nathan entered the kitchen, an aspirin bottle in
hand. His hair was still danyp from the shower,
but he was freshly shaved. He had on khaki
slacks and a yellow button-down shirt. Today
nmust be a casual day. He simelled wondertul.
She explamed about the messages and the
phone. "Come and get me if he calls.”



Lizzie swallowed four aspiurin before she
shuttled toward the batlroom and the shower.

Twenty-five minutes later, dressed m the
clothes she'd worn the day before and then slept
in, Lizzie marched out to the kitchen and
headed straight tor the cotfeepot. The phone
rang just as she brought the cup to her lips.
Nathan's hand snaked out to pick up the
recerver. His gareeting was  brisk  and
professional sounding. "Yes, Detective Jade 1s
here. Just a munute and T'll get her.” He
mouthed the words i#'s /rizn for Lizzie's benefit.

"This 1z Detective Jade." Lizzie said. She sipped
at the cotfee as she listened to the agitated
voice on the other end of the phone. "Let me be
sure I understand vou, Mr. Fargo. You're m
Atlanta now. Did vou change vour nund about
retuming home? Oh, you were home and diove
back. Oh. you flew partway and drove the rest
of the way and vour brother 1z with vou. Is



something wrong? Did you come back for
Will's ashes?" She rolled her eyes for Nathan's
benefit.

"What iz 1t vou think I can help you with?
You'll tell me when vou see me. Well. all right,
Mi. Fargo. Where would vou like to meet?”

Lizzie looked up to see Nathan pointing to the
floor. "Meet hun here." he whispered.

"Let me give yvou an address, Mr. Fargo. I'm
staying with a friend for a few davs." She
rattled off Nathan's address. "Rush hour is
over, so it shouldn't take you more than forty
nunutes to get here. T'll meet you in the lobby
and bring you upstams where we can talk m
private. Good. T'll see vou then."

Lizzie looked across the kitchen at Nathan.
"You heard my end of the conversation. The
man i1s scared out of his wits." She tlrew her



hands up i the air. "I think I should call Aggie.
¥What do you think?"”

"I think that nught be a very good idea. Lizzie.
How's your headache?"

Lizzie grimaced. "About the same as vours.
This is a very sterile-looking condo, Nathan.
There are no personal touches. Don't you have
any plants or junk to put out?”

"No. I'm never here. I don't have time to take
care of what I have, let alone plants. You have
to water then."

"You could get silk ones. You just blow the
dust off with a hair diver. Some colored
cushions would perk this place right up. You
don't strike me as a clrome-and-glags kind of
gl.l}r.”

"T bought the condo furnished. T moved in with



ny clothes and toothbrush. T just sleep here.”

Lizzie sat down and wrapped her hands around
her cottee mug. "It has a temporary feel to it.
Sort of transient. if you know what I mean.
Curtaing on the windows would add something
to vour kitchen. You have to have curtains. I
think that's a rule or something. Aggoie's little
house i1s cozy and warm. She has curtams and
drapes everywhere. Welconung. You want to
take off your shoes and curl up when you go to
her houge."

"What's your place like, Lizzie?" Nathan asked
curiously.

"Tt's kind of like this place but more spacious.
It's a penthouse with wraparound windows.
The view at night 15 magniticent. It's not nune,
thongh. T guess you could say it's elegant. It has
sillc flowers and silk trees. T like the fact that it
haz a built-in safe. When 1t's time to go, all I



have to do 1x open the safe, take niy staff, and
walk away. It was all done by a professional
decorator. It doesn't teel like home. It's just a
temporary place to live. A wonderful perk, like
the Mercedes."”

"So you haven't put down any roots m Vegas.
Do you think he has #we stoff with lum?"

"No. no roots. Danm straight he has it with
him. That's what's bothering ham. I was going
to call Aggie. wasn't I?"" She reached behind her
for the phone and dialed her sister's cell phone
number. The mobile operator zaid the person
she wags calling was either out of range or the
phone was off. Lizzie sluugeed. "She's
probably outside watering her organic carrots.”

"Keep vour eve on the clock, Lizzie. T'll make
some more cottee. Are vou nervous?”

"Yes, Nathan. I'm nervous. I'm not sure what to



expect. Let's just say. for the sake of arcument,
he brings back whatever Will stowed away.
We're thinking money He twns it over to me,
and walks away. Then I take possession of...
whatever 1t 1s. What does that make me? A
coconspirator?”

"T'/m vour witness, Lizzie. Listen. we'll make
him sign something. I won't let you put
yvourselt on the hook for this.”

"Nathan, read my lips. T am not a cop. T am
impersoncting a cop. I can sign papers fiom
now till the end of time, and they won't mean a
thing because I am not Aggie Jade. That means
all the evidence will get thrown out by a smart
lawyer. God. T could just cry right now."

"Don't cry. I have an 1dea. When niy sister was
here last vear, she left her video camera. How
about 1if we set 1t up in the living room and tape
the guy. I'll put it on top of the TV and put



some books around it. That way. evervone is
covered. and we have a tape. They do stutt like
that m the movies all the time. What do you
think ?"

Lizzie looked over at the clock on the stove.
"Okay, do it. It's better than nothing. Actually,
it's kind of clever now that I think about it.
Good thinking. Nathan."

Nathan beamed with pleasure. Lizzie smiled.
"Listen, wlile you're domg that. I'll go down to
the lobby. They nught be early. T just want to
get this over with."”

Ten mumites later. Lizzie watched as Will
Fargo's two brothers entered the lugh-rise and
walked over to the security desk. She
intercepted them by waving and snuling. They
both locoked awful: thenr clothes looked worse
than hers, and they were unshaven, then eves
red and tired-looking. They looked geriity.



Daniel reached for her hand and drew her away
s0 they were out of earshot of the security
guard sitting at the desk. "We're retining
Will's things. Do you have a service elevator or
should we just carry the. .. the bags n?"

Bags. Lizzie tried to be nonchalant. She
slhirugeed. "I don't see a problem with vour
bringimg your brother's thimes up m the tenant
elevator. I can hold the door for you. Why are
yvou bringing his things back? You better not be
telling me the airline broke the butterfly cases.
The chiet will pitch a fit. You could just take
hig stuff back to the station.” She was babbling,
and she knew it. The Dbrothers weren't even
listening becanse they were twitching with
NEIVOUSIESS.

The guard watched curiously as the two
brothers made two trips to the trunk of then car
to retun with dark green lawn bags. For the
guard's benefit, Lizzie winked and said. "It's a



stprise for my brother's burthday. Don't give it
away now." The suard slvugged as he bent
forward to answer the phone.

Five minutes later they were riding up the
elevator. "What happened to the boxes with the
red sealing wax? Did vou tind more stuff that
belonged to your brother? I don't understand
any of this." Lizzie ciumbled.

"Tust you wait. You'll understand as soon as
we get inside.”

"You certainly are being mivsterious." Lizzie
held out her hand to Daniel's brother.

"T'm Detective Aanes Jade."”
"I'm Donald. the voungest.," the brother said,

shaking her hand. Hiz hand was wet and
clammnyy. Lizzie wiped her hand on her pant leg.



She held the door of the elevator wlule the
brothers lugeed the lawn bags down the hall.
Nathan opened the door betore she could ring
the bell. The brothers, then faces riddled with
panic, took a step backward and eyved her with
SLEPICION.

"He's n1v lover. Wiy else would I be here? You
can talk i front of him. he's not a cop." And
peither o I "Nathan, this 1z Daniel and
Donald Fargo. Will's brothers."”

"Sit down. Coffee?” Nathan asked. playing the
host.

"No thanks,” Damel said. He switched lus
attention to Lizzie.

"Sit down. Tell me what's wrong? Why did you
come back here? I don't think the department
can store Will's tlungs. I suppose you could
rent a storage locker, but to what end?"



His expression bleak, Daniel dropped to his
knees and opened one of the lawn bags. He
dunmped the contents on the floor. Lizzie
gasped. Nathan sat dovwn with a thump, lus
gaze gliued to the pile of money and a key ring.

"Whose... whose money iz that? YWhere did
you get it?" Lizzie asked., her voice Darely a
sueal.

Donald. the youngest brother. quickly opened
the other bags and dumped then contents on the
floor until there was a small mountamn of
bundled money. "It was m Will's belongmes
with the butterflies."

"How nmich is 1t?" Lizzie wluspered.

Daniel wiped at lus forehead with the back of
hig hand. "We tried to count it. It's well over a
million, maybe two. We kept getting nuxed up
when we tried to count it, and then we just said



to heck with it. It's a lot, okav? Where did my
brother get this kind of money, Detective Jade?"

"I don't know, Daniel. T can tell you what I
susgpect, but I can't prove it."

"It's diug money. That's the only explanation
that makes sense. We were going to keep it at
first, but then conunon sense kicked m. We
both read the papers and know how ding
people go atter vou. We don't want to look
over owr shoulders for the rest of owr lives. We
don't want to know where Will got all that
money. We're aiving it back, and that's that.
Here it 1s. We kept enough to pay for Will's
cremation, our aiwline flights, and the rental
car. We alzo had breakfast and two duomers. If
anyone wants to kill us for that, then let them.
It's all yours."

Lizzie stared at him. "Speaking of old Will,
where 15 he?"



"In the bottom of the bag. He's in a box. He's
all vours, too."”

"Wait just a minute. He's yvour brother. You
can't... you can't just Jeenve lum here” Lizzie
said through clenched teeth.

'"No. you wait a minute, Detective. Donald and
I are decent people. We don't do dings. and we
don't buy or sell them either. We did get carried
away there for a little while, but we're making
this right. We want a receipt. ”

Nathan spoke for the first time. "For the money
or your brother?"

"Both." Danmiel said smartly. "That last bag. the
one with Will m 1t, has some papers that might
make zense to you. The keys to lis apartiment
are there, too. We both washed owr hands of
this... tlus whole thing. It you'll just give us
the receipt. we'd like to leave."



Lizzie's eves were wild. Her head pounded so
hard she thought it was gomg to spin off her
neck. "Do you have a receipt, Nathan?"

'"No. I'm fresh out of receipts. Can I just write
it on a piece of paper?"

The two brothers looked at one another. They
nodded. "Just make sure vou sign it 0 vour
name is legible and vyou are our witness,”
Daniel said. jabbing a finger m Nathan's
direction. "You sign the word witness atier
your name."

"Okay," Nathan said agreeably. He made his
way to the kitchen, where he opened one of lus
various junk drawers to find a pad of paper. He
ripped oft a sheet, @abbed a pen. and retiuned
to the living room. He handed both paper and
pen to Lizzie.

Lizzie clenched her teeth. She nodded for



Daniel to start talking.

"Just say we retiuned over a million dollars to
you with Will's papers. Write down that we
aren't criminals. Say we gave vou Will, too."

Lizzie stopped writing. If possible, her eyves
were even wilder-looking. "Now vou see, that's
the part I don't like. Youwr giving me Will. I
don't know it you can legally @ive up a dead
relative like this. You're the next of kin. There
might be lecal complications later on."”

"Too bad. Write what we tell you to write. We
don't care what you do with Will. He's brought
shanme on us. Can't vou write faster?"

"T'n writing as fast as I can. What if T need to
get hold of vou? How can I reach you?"

"Don't bother. We don't ever want to see you
people agam. It's bad enough that we know our



brother was a criminal. We don't need any more
reminders. Now, let me read what you wrote.”
Daniel reached for the piece of paper. He read
it, then passed 1t to lus brother., who read it,
nodded. and handed 1t back to Lizzie,

"Sign vour name. Put vour shield munber on it
and vour social security number. You. too.”
Damiel said. pomting to Nathan. "Put your
social gecurity munber under your name."

"Wihy?" Nathan asked curiously.

"Because a person's life revolves around his
social security number, that's wlhy. It better be
the right one, too." the voungest brother said
with a snarl m his voice.

Both Lizzie and Nathan complied. "I have a
copy machine m my bedroonw. I'd like to make
a copy for us, too. Tl be night back." The
brothers nodded ageement ‘When Nathan



retimed with the copies. Daniel and Donald
sighed. one atter the other.

Both brothers reread the paper and nodded at
the same time. "It's all yours, Detective. You
aren't very smart, mister. I saw that video
camera the minute we walked mto this room.
You taped us without our permission. Stay
right where you are while nry brother takes the
tape. See. that's why we wanted this receipt. We
can't tiust you."”

"Listen up. vou two. This 15 not fun and games
here. You want to protect yourselves, and so
do we. On top of that. you're leaving us your
brother. Where's the trust you are o big on?"
Lizzie growled. "You cuys just dumped a
major problem in iy lap. I'm not even on duty.”

"Good-bye." Daniel said.

When the door closed behind the brothers,



Nathan and Lizzie looked at one another. "I
don't want that guy's ashes m my apartment. I
don't want thix money m my apartiment either.
You better stant thunking fast, Lizzie."

Lizzie contimied to rub at her temples. "T wish I
could think. T need some more aspuim. They
said there were papers in one of the bags. I
thinl we should lock at those. We can take...
old Will to the nearest crematorium and pay
them to keep him. We can use some of tlus
money to... to pay for his upkeep.”

Nathan started to pace the room. "They just
burn them, they don't showcase them. My paper
did an article on crematoriumns not too long
ago. Seems you can't trust them. Let's not go
there right now. You have to take him to some
kind of cemetery where they have drawers or
vaults to keep them. You know, so you can
visit with flowers. That kind of thing."



"T'm not gomg to be wvisiting Will Fargo,
Nathan. At least not m thig lifetime. T shouldn't
have to be doing this. That man had something
to do with Tom Madsen's death and Ageie and
Gus's near deaths. Wiy should I care what
happens to lus ashes?"

"Because vou are who vou are, and it's the right
thing to do. that's wly. Lizzie. Now. let's look
at those papers and count this damn money.
Until you know what vou want to do with it,
let's rent a storage locker and keep it there.
How much do vou think they kept?"

Aggie laughed. then wished she hadn't. Her
head continmued to pound. "It's just a guess, but
I'd say halt a nullion. They probably took
everything after they stopped counting. Enough
for them to go far away so they can make new
lives for themselves. Thevre goimng to be afraid
for the rest of thewr lives, and they don't even
know 1t. A month from now, they'll probably



bring the rest back. That's usually the way it
coes.”

"You are so smart. Lizzie." Nathan said in awe.

Lizzie contmued to massage her tlrobbing
temples. "I read a lot." she said by way of
explanation. "I have to call the znls. Some
hostess T anm. They could have packed up and
lett for home for all the attention I've paid to
them. Hand me the phone, Nathan."

Noreen's cheerful voice made Lizzie's eves
water. "Listen, fitend. T am so sorry all this 1s
happening. I feel terrible that I've lett vou all to
fend for yowrselves. T'll make it up to vouw.
What do vou mean I would just be in the way it
I was there? Youre playing house with #ie
grys. US-luh. So. what vou're saving is vou
don't want me to come home. Okay. I can stay
here with Nathan. If it's not too nmch trouble,
could you throw some stuff in a bag and put it



on the front porch? I have to go to a retirement
party this evening. Throw in some jeans and
shirts, too. I'll wliz by and pick it up at some
pomt today. T'll make sure I don't disturb vou
and the grres. What makes you thmk I'm mad?
No, I just have a... a hangover. I suess T'll see
you when I see vou. Youre thinking of
extending your vigit? Of cowrse I don't nund.
Yes, T'll thank Nathan for the mtroduction.
Don't forget to pack up niy stuff. How many
times did he call? All right. I'll call hin. Bye."

Lizzie sighed. "My friends want me to thank
yvou tor mtroducing them to vour gentlemen
fitends, who are now enamored with my
fitends. They don't want me to go home
because I would be in the way. I guess I have to
stay here in this sterile atmosphere until they
say I can go home. I am welcome, am I not?"

"Stay as long as vou like. I told you if those
airls cooked tor the euys, they'd be eating out



of therr hands within mimutes. Wipe that look
off your face. They're great guys. In this town,
if you have a job, you are ahead of the game.
Let's not worry about them. Let's worry about
this mess." Nathan said, pomnting to the lawn
bags and the piles of money m the nuddle of
the floor.

Lizzie leaned back and closed her eves.
"Nathan., other than the tattoo on my ass, what
else gave niy identity away?"

Nathan wiggled closer and reached for her
hand. "Aggie really thought being a cop would
help her wipe out the bad guys. She liked what
she did. It was written all over her. You were
difterent. Attitude, T guess. Yealh, attitude. I
don't think anyone else will pick up on it. so
don't worty about it."

"'m a bom worrier.,” Lizzie pomted to the
stacks of money. "Thiz 15 a problem. How did



they. and there is a they, get so much. This
nmst just be Will's share. Stop and think about
it, Nathan. One guy couldn't do all thiz. By this,
I mean making it all work for them. There are
g0 many sateguards m place at the departiment.
Then there's Intermal Affans. Those cuys are
like bloodhounds. I'm thinking a ring of cops.
Yeal. that blue wall everyone talls about.

"It happens all the tune m Vegas. Some gang
spends years tiving to figure out how to rip off
the casinos. It takes a lot of people. working
closely together, to plan something like that.
Nine times out of ten. they don't get away with
it. There's always a weak link somewhere. We
read about 1t in the papers, after the fact. I'm
thinking this 15 the same kind of thing They
start off small. maybe one or two cops. another
cop finds out. they cut lum i, which means
they have to expand a little, another cop gets
nosy. they cut lim m. and on and on it goes
until  it's a  hig  operation. Tlweats and



intmudation are pretty powerful m a police
department. You need to depend on your
partner and the other guys. It they aren't there
for you. it's all over. What other choice do they
have? At least, I'm thiking that's the way they
view it. You never, ever, rat on your fellow
officers.

"T'im alzo thinking Tom MMadsen found out, and
he didn't want to go along with it. The next
thing vou know, Tom's dead Did he tell
Ageie? They aren't sure. Better to be safe than
soiry. so they try to kill her, too. They have to
lie low atter something like that. To go at her
again could bring in the big guns. Will, now. I
can't quite figure that out. Mavbe it was a
legitimate accident. One they didn't count on.
The brothers show up. YWhere 1z Will's stash?
They've got to be scurrying around. They tried
to scare me with tlreatening phone callz. ¥When
that didn't work, they had to do something
plrysical by trying to kill me. How am I doing



go far?"

"Your thinking is the same as mune, Lizzie. I
think it's the whole danm department.” Nathan
sighed. "It vou could be anywhere else in the
world right now, where would you want to be?"

"That's easy— the Costa del Sol. Suming
nryself on some lovely nude beach o I don't
get any tan marks. How about you?"

"Either some cottage mn the mountains where I
could fish all day, and the air is clean and pure,
or a shack on the beach where it's always warm
and sumy."

"Okay. let's check out the paperwork.” Sheets
of paper tom from a loose-leat’ noteboolk slid
out of the last lawn bag as Lizzie upended it.
"It's just pages of numbers and mutials. T know
it means something. Codes of some sort that
Will probably made up and only he understood.



Let's take all these papers out to the kitchen.
Get some paper and pencils and make some
more coftee. You have a laptop. don't you?"

"Yes." Nathan got to lis feet. reached out a
hand to pull Lizzie to her feet. She swaved
forward until she wasg m lus amms. She sighed
when her breasts met lhis chest. He felt wam
and strong. She felt sate. It was mevitable that
he would kiss her. And when he did she felt the
promise of untold wonders.

Lizzie was the first to break away. "None of
that right now. We have work to do. Hey, you
made n1y headache go away!"

"At least I'm good for something” Nathan
gumbled. Lizzie laughed.

"Tomeht 1¢ Zack's retirement party. I'm taking
you as my guest. It we can tigure some of this
out, we can throw out some bait tonight. The



whole department will be there. The old gold
watch presentation.”

"T'll be glued to your side, Lizzie."

"That malkes me feel really good. Nathan.”

Nathan tlwew lus pencil across the kitchen.
"We've been at this tlhree howrs and we're no
finther along than when we started. Like you
said, all we have are numbers and nutials. Try
calling Aggie again. She might have some
ingight. We're just making ourselves crazy. It's
well past lunchitime. How about I go out and
pick up a pizza while vou call Aggie? My
stomach is feeling a lot better. How's yours?"

"Wiuch better. I actually feel lnmay. Pizza
sounds good to me. Do you have any big
suitcases?"”



"As a matter of fact. I do. Soft-sided. T thunk
both of them are big enough to handle all that
money. I'll get them for you before I leave. Will
you be okay here by vourself?"

Lizzie pointed to her purse which contained her
aun. "T'll be fine. Lock the door, thongh.”

"Do you think Cluef Shay 1s i on this?"

"T don't know, Nathan. Ageie's not sure either.
Bring zome gcinger ale back with vou. My
stomach can't handle any more coffee.”

Nathan bowed low. lus eves twmkling. "Your
wisl 1% niy conumand.”

There was a smile on Lizzie's face when she
dialed Agaie's cell phone. Her sister clicked on
after the third ring. "Tt's me., Aggie. I need your
help. Listen carefully.”



Ten munutes later, Aggie said, "Okay. enough is
enough. I'm conung home. Tlis is getting out
of hand. T thought it was just a few of the guys,
Dutch. Joe, and Will. Tt sounds to me like it's
the whole danmn department. It there are as
many munbers and initials ag you say there are,
maybe theyre domg a shakedown on store
owners for protection. that kind of thing. I'm
just guessing here, Lizzie. You could go
cruising and check out storetronts and match
them up to imtials. It's a lot of work, but that's
basically what police work is, leg work. As to
Cluet” Shay, I don't think he's one of them.
Think about it. Lizzie. why would he have
assigned you to the evidence room if he was mn
on it? Then he said he was available off site to
tall if vou wanted. Still. T can't be sure. T'll pack
up and be home by tomorrow.”

"What about the organic carrots? No, Agaie.
I'm okay with it all. Nathan is here with me, or
I should say, I'm here with lum. Like T said,



we'll throw out the bait tonight at Zack's
retirement paity. T'll call you in the morming,
and if’ it looks like things are going to blow up,
I'll be in touch. Stay where you are for now.
Besides, there's no room at vour house. Don't
ask, Aggie. T'm staving at Nathan's. Well. of
cowrse, Nathan is one of the reagons I'm not in
a Inury to head back to Vegas.

"Listen to me. Aggie. We talked about Plan B
before. Let's firm it up. okay. You understand
it will be an instantaneons thing. There won't
be time to think o1 plan or tiy to change it. You
have vour backpack ready to go. You go for it.
Right that minute. Tell me you agree. I know I
can do it but. Aggie, I haven't really walked m
your shoes. There won't be any tuning back. I
want to hear vou say the words, Aggie.”

"T'm okay with it. Lizzie. You can count onme.
What about Nathan?"



'"Nathan can't possibly belong to Plan B. Maybe
I should ask you about Alex."

"Alex can't possibly belong to Plan B. Don't
worry about me. Did you take care of my bank
accounts, Lizzie?"

"Yeah, I did. Aggie. T left vou six Imndred
dollars in your checking account. That's it. You
have enough cash to see vou tlwough. don't
you? Cut up all vour old credit cards right now
if vou haven't done it already. How are the
organic carrots doing?"”

"With all this sun. they're over an inch high.
They look beautitinl.”

"That's great. Aggie. one more thing before we
hang up. How do they dispose of all the

confizcated diugs they take in on busts?"

"I don't know, Lizzie. I don't know why I say



this. but I think they hold them for a long
period of time. I probably got that from Tom.
I'm almost certamn they buin the drugs at some
point. It wasn't exactly dinner table
conversation or pillow talk. if you know what I
mean. Although, now that I think about it, I
don't know why Tom would tell me something
like that. By the way. I gamned six more pounds,
All Alex and I do 15 eat. We really spruced tlus
place up good. I guess we're going to have to
sell 1t one of these days. Too bad. If we ever get
married and have kids, it would be a great place
for them to spend their summers."” Her voice
choked up when she said, "Keep me posted,
Lizzie, and be carefull.”

Lizzie's eves were misty when she lung up the
phone. She looked down at the sheet of paper
in firont of her. She now had a whole page of
names that she could match agamst the mitials
on Will Fargo's papers. Aggie thought the
numbers meant either the days the mitials



worked or the dates of the busts or possibly
pavotl dates and maybe even shakedown deals.
It was mind-bogglme. She decided to leave it
all until Nathan retwmed. Like he said, two
heads were better than one.

Lizzie walked into the living room. She
dropped to her knees beside the two large
empty suitcazes and unzipped them. She stared
at the bundles of money. It looked just like the
bundles of money she'd seen in the casinos.
Drug money. Gambling money. They looked
exactly the same. Small bills. Big bills. The
bundles were so tightly packed they looked like
they had been wroned flat. She sucked in her
breath as she started to line the bottom of one
of the suitcases with the packets of money.
Always good with munbers, Lizzie kept a
mnnme total in her head until she got to the
bundles of thousand-dollar bills. Most people
she knew would probably never see a thousand-
dollar bill in their litetime. She saw them all



the time in the high-stakes poker games she
participated in and also at the casinos.

Drug money. She hated touching it. knowing
people were corrupted and died because of
what it bought. Suddenly. she wanted to av.
She was wipmg her eyes on her sleeve when
Nathan walked into the apartment.

Nathan set the pizza and six-pack of ginger ale
on the cotiee table. "Lizzie, what's wrong?" He
sat. down next to her before he took her in his
arns.

"I don't know. I was sitting here tlunking this
money looks the same as gambling money. It
just looks like plain old money. People do
diugs, they pay for them. Tlus is that money.
Tom Madsen died. So did Will Fargo. Aggie
and Gug almost died. This danm money had
something to do with it. There tor a nunute, it
just got to me.



"I talked to Ageie, and she wanted to come
back. I talked her out ot it. Let me wash my
hands before we eat the pizza. I can't believe
I'm hungry.”

"T'll get the plates and napkins. Did vou find out
anything nev from talking to Aggie?" he called
over lus shoulder.

"Yes and no. Acggie doesn't know how the
dings m the evidence room are disposed of or
who's 1 charge of disposing of them. She
thinks the diugs are bumed at ome pomt. She
also thinks some of those numbers and mitials
mean a shakedown of store owners for
protection. I'm wondering, Nathan," Lizzie said
as she squatted on the floor, "what's really in
those bags of contfizscated dings. I'm going to
work tomorrow. I'm going to check it out.
Who had a perfect opportunity to substitute,
say, sugar or tlour?"



"Will Fargo. of course. Don't most cops have
snitches?"”

"Of course. Aggie and Tom had one named
Pippy. Aggie told me when I first got here that
Pippy was the one who gave Tom the tip the
night he got killed. Why?"

"Maybe vou should wave some of this money
under his nose” Tom xaid, pomnting to the
bundles of money on the floor. "How do vou
get in touch with hun?”

"Agoie said she vsed to put a note on the
bulletin board m a Laundromat, then he'd call
her and they'd set up a meeting at zome fast-
food jomt. She said he was a weasel, but he
was reliable. She also said Tom hated hann."

Nathan tossed the crust to his pizza into the lid
of the box. He reached for another slice. "Does
Aggie agree with our assessment that it's a big



operation?"

Her mouth full. Lizzie pomted to the stacks of
money on the tloor and in the suitcase. "There's
a lot of money here. Multiply tlus by twenty or
thirty cops. maybe more, and 1t adds up to big-
time. But Aggie suspects that the operation was
run entirely by Will, Dutch, and Joe. Just little
things Tom said m passme. I don't know it
that's enough to go on.”

"Accoie's a good cop. She has cood instincts.
She knows how to add two plus two. It she got
four. that's good enough for me. It should be
good enough for you, too, Lizzie."

Lizzie nodded, her eves on the piles of money.
"If' you stop to think about it. Nathan. what
good is all this? The enys can't spend it. If they
did, it would arouse suspicion. With the
exception of Zack. no one ix due to retire
airytime soon. It makes you wonder if they keep



their money i their basements, and every so
often., look at it and count it. What good is
that? Thev'll be too old to really enjoy it if they
have to wait for retirement."”

"Unless they have some kind of plan.” Nathan
said. "Remember that deal that swent sour
eighteen months ago that I was telling you
about? Where are those dings if niy theory is
right? That mught De the big score theyTre all
waiting for. If' they can trade whatever they
confiscated for big cash. that's when they'll bail
out. It's a crapshoot, Lizzie."

"You're right. Let's put this money in these
suitcases and find a place to lude it
temporarily.” She tossed two packets of money
on the coftee table. "For Pippy. in case we
decide we need hin. Don't torget, we have to
stop by the house so I can pick up my clothes.
When we're done here, make sure you wash
your hands real good. Handling money can



make vou really sick. Don't look at me like
that, Nathan. It's true. It happens all the tune m
Vegas. The counters wear gloves. Germs!"”

The mmute the suitcases were zipped and
locked, both Nathan and Lizzie ran to the
batlwoom. colliding in the doorway. Nathan
looked hopetil. "Do we have tume tor.. . 2"

Lizzie stood on her toes and kissed him Lightly
on the lips. "Nope. We have the whole might
alead of s, though. You know what they say
about wild anticipation.” Nathan groaned.
Lizzie laughed. And laughed.



Chapter Eleven

Detective Aggie Jade held her face up to the
sun. It felt warm and comtorting. Out ot the
comer of her eye she could see Alex turning
over the dut by the back porch. Boxes and
boxes of scarlet geraniums sat on the steps
waiting to be planted. She clenched her hands
into tight fists. They telt cold even though the
sun was beating down on her.

Aggie dropped to her knees as she unclenched
her hands to reach tor the bucket at the end of
one of the neat rows of carrots. The weeds
were growing faster than the orcanic carrots.
Gus prowled the perimeter of the carden. From
somewhere off m the distance. she heard a low
rumble of sound. She looked up. but the sky
was blue, with a flutty white cloud directly
overhead. Not thunder. Alex either hadn't heard
the sound or he was ignoring it. Gug was next
to her in the tume it took her heart to beat



twice. She clutched at him. He wlhimpered.

And then the sound was all around her. She
dived forward, screanung at the same time. Gus
was underneath her. shaking. Another heartbeat
later, Alex was on lis knees beside her. "Easy,
Aggie, easy. It was a jet breakmng the sound
barrier. Are you okay?"

Agcie's face was whiter than the tee shirt she
was wearing. Her voice trembled when she
said, "Tt soumnded like... T thought..." She sat up
and hugged her knees, Gus crowdmg next to
her. He was shaking as badly as she was.

"Oh, Aggie, jeez, are you all right? What the
hell kind of question 15 that? Of cowrse you
aren't all right." Alex said. putting his arms
around both her and Gus. He talked soothingly
of the plane. the warm sun. the putlty wlite
clouds. "You're safe, Aggie. It was just a bad
moment there. You're okay, Gus is okay, and



I'm here. I'm not going to let anything happen
to you."

"I... know... 1t was just the sound. I wasn't
expecting 1t. It was like that night when T half
expected something to happen. It was so loud. I
guess I'm not over it no matter how nuch I say
I am. Maybe I'll never be over it. I don't have
aly busmess being a cop.

"All T've been doing since Lizzie called is
thinking. I need to resien. Lizzie needs to go
back to Vegas where she belongs. Let the
department handle the mvestigation. I don't
know what I was thinkme when I hatched thas
scheme. Lizzie's going to get lnut or, worse,
get killed, and it will be all my fault. God.
Alex, why didn't vou stop me?" She cried
bitterly agamst Alex's chest.

Alex was so out of his depth. all he could do
was hold the emotionally fiagile woman mn lus



arms and croon softly. "It's all coing to work
out, Aggie" He wondered it what he was
sayilng was tiue.

"You're such a good fiiend. Alex. I couldn't
have done this on my own. Even I know that.
Right now, I have such a bad feeling I don't
know what to do about it. Do vou think I'm
having a nervous breakdown, Alex?"

'"No. of course not. You're worried about your
sister. That's natural. Look, the weeding and the
geraniums can wait till later. Let's go m the
houge and look at all that stutt Lizzie taxed to
youl. We can match it up agamst the pages fiom
Tom's notebook that you copied. Two heads
are better than one. Who knows, maybe we'll
come up with something we nussed the first
time."

Agaoie was still trembling, but not as badly, as
she tollowed Alex into the old farmhouse, Gus



pressing against her leg.

Alex tumed on the little radio sitting on the
kitchen counter. Soft nmsic filled the kitchen.
Dance nmgic, Golden Oldies. according to the
anmouncer. While Aggie gathered up the papers
she needed. he made a fresh pot of cotfee
Before he settled lumselt at the table with
Aggie, he oftered Gus lus choice of a Milk-
Bone biscuit or a rawlide chew. The dog opted
for both before he settled lumself” at Aggie's
feet.

For two hours they made colunms and lists and
tried to cross-match the numbers and the
imtials with no luck. "It's probably Will's
homemade code, something he figured only he
would understand. It could be license plates,
house munbers, buth dates. business addresses.
Danm. it could be anything. For all T know it
could be tied mto lus buttertly collection. I just
don't know, Alex."



"Maybe we're too anxious. Tell you what, let's
go mto the living room and lie on the floor. Tl
aive you a back massage, then yon can give me
one. Mavbe if we relax and shift mto neutral,
something will come to us."

'"Now that's an idea. I'm okay. Alex. Obviously
loud noises are going to spook me for a while.
It's so peacefill here with only the sounds of
birds or a rabbit m the brush that when I heard
that jet., it brought it all back. Okay. who goes
first?"

"T'll do you fust. Lie down flat, arms at vour
sides, face to the side on a little pillow and
these old fingers will work some magic. Just
don't go to sleep.”

"Oooh, that sounds... iteresting. Why
shouldn't T go to sleep?"”

"Because I have areat things plamed for us,



and you need to be awake." He leered at her,
wiggling his eyebrows at the same time. Aggie
gigeled. Gus looked up fiom his rawliude chew
and barked. He looked from one to the other,
satistied that all was right with lis beloved
nistress.

Ten minutes into the massage, Alex flipped
Aggie over and straddled her. He Dbent low,
cupping her face i lus hands betore he kissed
her gently on the lips.

"Homunm., for some reason, I thought you
could do better than that, Alex."”

"That was a teaser to see if you..."”
'"No. no, no. No teasers. I want the rea/ thing."

"You do. huh?"

"Hinmmun."



He kissed her then, both of them moving into
uncharted territory.

A long tume later, Alex rolled over on lus
stomach, his chin leaning mto the palm ot lus
hand, his eyes glazed. "T just want to know one
thing. YWhat was theat? "

"That waz me telling yvou I've wanted to do this
for a very long tune." Aggie murmured.

"T liked it. We wasted a lot of vears, Aggie."”

Acgie snuled. "Mavbe it wasn't meant to be
back then. You know what they say. evervthing
happens for a reason. We're older, wiser, that
kind of thing."

Alex flopped over on his back. "I used to
fantasize about thix moment. In my fantasy, it
was never this good. I wonder why that was?"



Aggie rolled over to prop her chin i her hands.
"T tantasized about you. too. On mights when I
couldn't sleep, I'd think about you. then I could
fall asleep.”

"That was a compliment, right?"”

Aggie moved closer, dropped her elbows and
snugeled closer. "The abseolute lughest
complument T can give. Don't go getting carried

away now."

"God forbid! You waina get married? Your
dog loves me."”

Aggie squirmed around so she could stare into
Alex's eves to see 1if he was sertous or joking.
He looked serious to her. "Well, sure.”

"When?"

When? "When we meet up with Lizzie. She's,



among other tlungs, a notary public. That
means she can many us. I told you she was a
wild card."

”Ol{a-}r- "

"Olkay that she's a wild card or okay that she
can ma1y us?"

"Both." Alex said smartly. "I think T always
loved you. I know I felt something the first
time we met eons ago. and whatever that was,
it never went away. I think we were meant to be
with one another. Forever and ever, right?"

Forever and ever couldn't possibly work if she
and Lizzie had to resort to Plan B. Without
nussmg a beat, Aggie responded. "I know
exactly what you mean. Forever 15 a long time,
Alex. Are you sure?"”

"Do I need to breathe to stay alive? Of course,



I'm sure. How about you?"
Forget Plem B. "T'm sure.”

Alex's voice was wistful when he said. "T bet
making love in a real bed with you would be
wondertinl.”

Aggie threw her head back and laughed. A
sound of gemune happiness. "Don't go there
right now. Anticipate this evening. Let's go into
town to dumer. We can share a bottle of wme
and come home and..."

"Yeal, yeah. and what?"

"You'll see. Let vour imagination run wild. T'l
let nune run vwild. When vou do that, anything
can happen. Time to get dressed. You have
geraninms to plant, and I have weeds to pull.
Gus here has a rawlhide to chew. What could be
better?"



Both of them sluugged into their clothes and
walked hand m hand out to the kitchen. where
they drank glasses of ice-cold lemonade. Lite
suddenly took on a whole new meaning,

The glass to her lips. Aggie looked over the rim
at Alex. "Do you have good mstmcts? You
know, eut instincts?"”

"Sometimes. Wy?"

"T always run with miy eut mstincts. Something
is telling me the code to all this stuff’ wasn't
just here or m Will's head. He was a cop.
There's a record. T know there 1z, You know
what my gut 15 telling me?"

Alex sat down and stared up at his newest best
firiend. "Tell me."

"When people are collectors of amvthing, they
tend to want to know evervtlung about what 1t



is thev're collecting. That means researclung it,
buving books on the subject. talking to people,
that kind of thing. T will bet you niy retirement
find that Will Fargo has a collection of
buttertly books and evervthing we ever wanted
to lknow about this deal is in there somewhere.
What do vou think?"

"Honey. I think you nught be on to something,
Go on. what else?"

"For instance. Butterflies come in all shapes,
sizes, and colors. And there are butterflies all
over the world Take Holland for mstance.
Besides tulips, T bet they have butterflies.
Dutch Davis. Dutch. Get it?

"Zack 1s retirmg to Florida. For sure there are
butterflies m Florida. Evervone i the
department knows that's where Zack 15 gomng
It's all he ever talked about. Page numbers on
the butterflies nueht coincide with the guy's



addresses or buth dates. You still with me,
Alex?"

"Yeal. Pretty clever.”

Aggie fimished the lemonade in her glass.
"Lizzie 1% going to have to get ito TWill's
apartinent. T remember Lizzie telling me that
Will's brother told her the rent was paid
through the end of next month. It's not likely
he. meaning the brother, told the management
people they could rent it out ahead of tune.
Lizzie also said there was a key ring in the bag
of money. Car keys, apartment keys. Could we
be that Iuclgy?"

"Sometimes you catch a break. If Lizzie does
have the kevs. she could walk right in, and
nobody could say a thing It wasn't a crime
scene. My God. what if you're right?"

Aggie tucked the nunt green tee shirt into her



jeans. She looked down at her sneakers, tears
springing to her eves. Then Plan B wifl go into
effect sooner rather than later. She blinked
away her tears. "It T'm right, and remember, this
ig just my gut mstinct, then it's over. I or
Lizzie, blow the whistle, and the rats scurry for
COVEr.

"Think about this, Alex. Tomght is Zack's
retirement party. All the euys will be there.
Mavbe tomeht would be a good time for
Nathan to visit Will's apartment. No one will
be paying any attention to hun. They'll be
watching Lizzie. He could slip out, and no one
would be the wiser. Those parties get pretty
wild and rowdy. What do you think?"

Alex nodded excitedly. "Call Lizzie. If T didn't
tell vou I'love you, I do."

Aggie's eyes misted up agam. Thiz time she
didn't blink the wetness away. "Really, Alex.”



"Really., Aggie. You're supposed to say
something.”

Aggie's smile rivaled the sun outside. "I love
you, too. I really do.”

"Wowt"

Guraling with laughter. and feeling better than
she had in months, Ageie said. "Yeal. wow!"”

Shortly before six. Nathan stopped his car on
the avemuie so Lizzie could run mto a @rocery
store for ome cream tor ther moming cottee.
While inside, she picked up the cream, a melon,
some blueberry mufting, and a scented candle,
The candle was for later. Much later.

In the car. she said. "Owr last stop is Aggie's
house so I can pick up my clothes from the



front porch. We'll have just enough tume to
shower and get changed and head for the
restaurant. By the way. 1z your cell phone on or
off?"

Nathan reached mside lus pants pocket. "Danmn,
it was off. Lizzie. Soirry about that. Oh, oh,
there's a message. Maybe niy boss is firing me."”
Aggie made a face ax he pressed a series of
numbers that would 1dentify the caller and the
message he or she had lett.

"Tt's for you. Lizzie. It's Aggie."

Lizzie reached for the phone and brought it up
to her ear. She listened, her eves widening at
the message her sister had lett for her. "T'll be
danmed.” she muttered. "No wonder she's a
cop. Listen to this." She rattled off Agoie's
message for Nathan's benefit. "What do vou
think?"



"You know what. Lizzie, it makes sense. A
whole lot of sense. I'm an mvestigative
reporter, and I don't think I would ever have
come up with that scenario. I'll slip out of the
party when it starts to get noisy. Now we have
to go back to the storage locker at Paramater
Mall so I can get the keys out of the bag. We
have time, don't panic. I pronuse to get you to
the party on time. It's fashionable to be late,
you know."

Forty-five minutes later. they were back in
Nathan's sterile-looking condo. Lizzie put the
cream and melon m the refiigerator and headed
for the batlwoom. "Takes me longer, o I'll go
first, or do vou want me to use the other
batlwoom, the one with the tub?"

"I have a better idea. Let's take a shower
together. That way we'll be right on schedule.
While vou primyp and preen., I'll shave and comb
nry hair. Deal?"



Lizzie held out her hand. palm up. Nathan
whacked it. "No tomfoolery now. e don't
have time."

Nathan looked at her and nodded agreeably.
Too agreeably. The minute she turned her back,
Lizzie grimmed fiom ear to ear. She really didn't
care if’ they were late tor Zack's party or not.
Some things were more umportant.

C N

The fine haws on the back of Nathan's neck
stood on end when he heard Lizzie screaming
from the bedroom. He raced firom the kitchen,
skidding on the tile floor, almost breaking his
neck. "What the hell. Lizzie!"

"Look! Look at this! This is what the culs
packed for me to wear to the party! This iz Las
Vegas attwe. It T wear tlug and bend over,
everyone will see my tattoo. Oh. God. what am



I going to do?"

Nathan looked at the skimpy attire. '"Looks
kind of interesting to me. Are you sure you can
get mto 1t?"

Lizzie clenched her teeth. "It strefches.
Furthermore, vou do not wear red shoes in
Atlanta. Thev'll call me a tloozy or a tart. I
should go over there right now and shoot those
girls one by one. They did this on purpose. A
coat. I'll wear a coat. Or a ramcoat."

Nathan was enjoymng lis  companion's
discomfort. He could hardly wait to see her in
the sparklmg red dress that matched the shoes
she was holding m her hands. "It isn't raming,
Lizzie, and it's too warm for a coat.”

"Shut up, Nathan. I'm wearing a coat. Oh, God,
it's Vegas mghttime makeup! I could just cy.
Why are vou still standing there, Nathan? See if



you can find me a coat.”

"Lizzie, niy overcoat and niy raincoat will be
ten sizes too big for vou. You have to wear the
dress. Now, get cracking and let's go. You'll be
the lut of the party. Fully recovered. A new
you! Run with it. You can do it."

"Bite me, Nathan!" Lizzie fiumed as she
stomped her way to the batlwoom. where she
emerged fitteen nunutes later. She felt better
when Nathan wliustled approvingly.

"You look spectacular. Lizzie. I mean that."

I used to dress fike this all the time and never
thought « thing about i, Lizzie thought. She
heaved a huge sigh.

"Okay, let's go."

"Attagil. Just don't bend over. Are vou sure



you can walk in those shoes? Are you wearing
a brassiere?"

"Yes, I can walk in these shoes. If all else fails,
the heels can be used as weapons. Bra. It's bra,
not brassiere. And. yes, I'm wearing one."

"What do vou call those things on your legs?"
"Fislmets. They're supposed to be sexy. Do not
say another word to me or T'll... collapse. Are
you sure vou don't have a coat? How about a
sweater?" Her voice sounded so desperate she
could hardly believe it was her own.

"Nope. I'm ready if you are.”

"All right, I'm ready."

"Ah, Lizzie, if you sit, don't cross your legs. I
think 1t will be better if you stand all night."”



"Okay. Don't take all day when vou go to Will's
apartment. I want to get out of there as quickly
as possible. T have to go to work tomorrow.
Those gsuys are going to rag on me all night
long."

"Think of it m terms of flattery. I thought
woimen liked it when men drooled over thent”

"Are you drooling, Nathan?" Lizzie snapped.

"No. I'm admiring you. Let's just try to get mto
a party mood and enjoy the evening.”

Lizzie marched to the front door, her stiletto
heels clickmg on  the tile floor. If
superconservative Aggie ever heard about this,
she would shoot her dead on the spot.

She backed up a step when she reached the door
in the toyver and looked at herselt in the nurror.
Actually, if you were gomg by Vegas standards,



she looked /1ot Her hanr was slickly brushed
back away firom her face and held m place by
sparkling combs. Her hair was just long
enough to lick the back of her neck. Her
makeup, while heavy, was flawless. The slick
hairdo showed off the diamonds on her ears.
She wore no other jewelry.

She felt like a lamb going to the slaughter.

Terwilliger's, the local watermg hole for most
of' the department. had been rented for the
evening. That meant the establislunent was not
open to the public. It wasn't a sit-down dinmer
but a buftet. As was the custonm. the cluef
would make a shoit speech. hand over the gold
watch. and that would be the end of the
ceremony. Cops had no patience for speeches
and long-winded rthetoric. The liguor would
flow, the tood would be mostly uneaten and
talken later to a homeless shelter.



At some pomt during the evening, the
collection the department had taken up for
Zack wonld be presented in a big Dbox
According to Aggie. the usnal collection
totaled somewhere around two grand. Enough
for a nice vacation for the retiring officer and
hig nugsus. She herselt had plunked down fifty
bucks tor Zack's retir ement.

Nathan parked the car fifteen nunutes later. He
hated to see Lizzie so subdued. So she looked a
little flashy, so what? "It's gome to be okay,
Lizzie. Just hold on to niy atm until you get the
lay of the land. I won't leave for TWill's
apartment until I'm sure vou teel comtortable.”

Lizzie climbed out of the car. and tugged on
the dress that was so skitight it didn't move.
"T'm ready."”

The moment Nathan opened the door. smoke
swirled outward. and both of them clapped



their hands over thewr ears as Elvis Presley
belted out something about blue suede shoes.
The room swarmed with police, some m
uniform., mostly plainclothes detectives and oft-
duty cops m civilian clothes.

Lizzie pasted a sickly smile on her face and
sashayed over to the bar, where she asked for a
glass of seltzer. They were all staring at her; she
could feel their eves bormng into her back. In
her whole life, she'd never been this nervous.
She tuwmed around, moved a little closer to
Nathan. and snuled up at him. "Gee, Zack got a
nice turnout, don't you think?"

"T'/m mmpressed.” Nathan said as he handed
Lizzie her glass of seltzer water. He reached for
hiz own Dbottle of Corona and brouglt it to lus
lips. "Let's mingle."

Lizzie winced and flinched at the lussing snide
comments as they meandered around the room.



Nathan was as good as his word, holding her
elbow in the palm of lis hand, whispering
words of encouragement.

Someone bumped mto her on purpose. Lizzie
halt turned to see Dutch Davis, lus arm still m
the blue canvas sling. "You're looking' real
good, Aggie. Didn't know von ovwned anything
g0 tancy. Did vou dress like this for old Tom?"

"Get your mind out of the gutter. Dutch. My
busmess 1 not vour business. Excuse me, I
want to congratulate Zack on lus retirement.
Imagine retirmg to Florida without a care m
the world. That he knows of. I'd say he's one of
the lucky ones. wouldn't you? You look gcuilty
to me, Dutch,” Lizzie said, moving forward
when Nathan tugged at her anm.

"Is that what you call tlwowing out bait?"
Natlan nmittered vnder lis breatlh.



"It's not like I have a whole lot of proof on
anything. The timith 1z, T don't have e proof,
But that man has such mean little eyes.”

The jukebox was belting out another Elvis
tune. Zack must be a tiue Elviz fan. Fellow
officers, beer bottles in hand. jostled and
shoved as they fonght their way to the bar or
the Dbuffet. Lizzie heard wlustles, sutfered
through the agonizing leers of the men who
worked with Agoie. Her sister would never be
able to live thig outfit dowwn if she returned to
work at the department.

"Aggie, nice to see vou. You don't look like
yvourselt. You certainly are one of the
department's better-kept secrets.” Joe Sonders
said, sidlng up to her. A cigarette hung out of
the comer of hig mouth, and mn his hand was a
full bottle of Michelob. Nathan squeezed her
elbow, a sign she was to take it easy.



"That's me, secret weapon munber one. How
are you, Joe?" Her tone of voice clearly said
she didn't really care how he was.

Joe 1gnored the comment. "We missed you at
Will's service. The cluef was a little disturbed
that vou were a no-show." Somehow the
cigarette in his mouth wiggled fiom the left to
the right side. Smoke spwaled upward. Neeat
trick, Lizzie thought.

When Lizzie didn't respond. Joe repeated lus
question. "So where were you. Detective?"

Lizzie turmed fully around so that she was in
his tace. She heard Nathan groan. "You know
where I was, Joe. I was in Spokane at Will's
brother's house. Seems Will had an attack of
congcience there at the end and told lus Drother
some stuft’ the brother couldn't handle. T'm
having a hard time handling it myselt. What
else do you want to know?"



Sonders tlwew his hands in the aw. the
Michelob slopping onto the floor. "Women!
Why do vou always have to talll in riddles?”
His eyes. Lizzie noticed, were just as mean and
dangerous-looking as Dutch's.

Lizzie stepped away from lum but Sonders
reached tor her arm and pulled her back. She
obliged. "Maybe vou should talk to the cluef,
Aggre”

"Nah. Why upset the cluef.” Lizzie said as she
jerked her head m Nathan's direction. "You get
better coverage i a newspaper. And. they
protect then sources. When the time 1z right,
that is."

"What the lell does that mean. Jade?"

"What the hell do vou think it means,
Sonders?" Lizzie said. municking his words.



"T don't have a clue, that's wly I asked.”

"Tsk. tsk." Lizzie said. clucking her tongue.
"Excuse me, Joe, I want to congratulate Zack
before I leave. Nathan and I rented a movie for
this evening. Did you ever see Serpico? Hey,
you better watch that cigarette or you're going
to buun your mouth. See va, Joe."

Nathan vanked at her arm. "More bait? Why
didn't you just draw the guy a picture? For sure
vou're no cop.” He looked so worried, Lizzie
felt pleased.

"I'm sick and twed of pussyfooting around,
Nathan. I just want to get this whoele thing over
with g0 I can get my lite back. Look, there's
Zack talking to the chiet. I'm good tor at least
thirty nunutes with the two of then. This is a
good time for vou to head to the men's room
and out the door. You have the key, right?"



"T hate leaving vou here. Lizzie."

"T'll be fine. No one 1s going to do anything to
me m here. Make sure you get everything
pertaining to butterflies.” She reached up and
kissed lum on the cheek. Then she gave him her
megawatt smile before she shouldered her way
to the chiet and Zack.

Lizzie twmed around to see if anvone was
following or paving attention to Nathan. The
room was 0 smoky she could barely see ten
feet in front of her. She slnugeed. Nathan was a
big boy. and. hopefully, he could take care of
himself. She moved on to where Cluef' of
Detectives Shay and Zack were, deep m
conversation.

Zack noticed her first. Aggie said she'd always
liked Zack and his wite Millie. According to
Aggie, Zack had had a rough life. Two yvears
ago, lis only daughter had died from cystic



fibrosis. Earlier, Zack and hiz wife had lost
their only son to Iymphoma. Millie, Zack's
wite, wasn't well and sutfered trom Parkinzon's
disease. Aggie had said Zack was a good cop.

Lizzie touched his arn gently.
"Congratulations, Zack! Guess you'll be fishing
every day now."

Zack Miller looked genuinely glad to see her.
He threw out Iug burly arms to hug her. "T'm
glad Millie can't see that dress, or she'd want
one just like it."

Lizzie laughed because she was supposed to
langh. "How 1s Millie?"

"She has good days and bad days. Lately most
of them seem to be Dbad Millie never
complams. She said she's going to sit and read
and do crossword puzzles while I fish.”



"Give her niy best. Is it true that you're leaving
in the morming?”

"Yep. Our stuff was shupped earlier in the
week. We're stayving at a motel. Our tlight
leaves at seven. I should be fishing by
nudafternoon.”

Chief Shay tapped Lizzie's arm. "Excuse me,
Aggie, one of the guys 15 trving to get ny
attention. By the way. you look real nice."

"Thanks. Chief.”

"Zack. can we go someplace a little more ¢uuet,
like that comer over there next to the kitchen.”

"What's wrong, Aggie, are you in some kind of
trouble? Can I help?”

Lizzie nodded as she made her way toward the
kitchen. "Listen. Zack." she said. leaning close



to him so she wouldn't have to shout. "Zack, I
know you and Millie have passports because
you went to Italy a couple of vears ago. Don't
go to Florida tomorrow. Go... go somewhere
else. Someplace they can't extradite vou.
Argentina, or some danm banana republic.
Don't get too comfortable. Move around.
Think about Millie. Are vou listening to me.
Zack? I want you to smile like I just told you a
cop joke. In case yowr friends are watching. Do
it. Zack." He obliged.

"Aggie... I... never... it... Millie... our
daunghter. The bills... T hate those bastards.

Honest to God. T do. Tt was never..."

"Don't say amytlung else, Zack. Travel light.
Remember to move around."”

"Agoie, wly?"

"You're a good cop, Zack. and I adore Millie."



Zack looked like he was gomg to cay. "I just
told you another cop joke. Laugh. Zack.
They're watching us." Zack obliged a second
time. Lizzie leaned over and lmgged him. For
the benefit of anyone listening or watching, she
raised her voice, and said. "Don't you dare send
me any tish! Give my best to Millie."

Zack played along. "You got it, Acaie.”

That was probably the stupidest thing vou've
ever done in vour whole fife, Lizzie Jude. She
shouldered her way to the bar, where she asked
for a scotch on the rocks. She sulped at it, her
eves dartmg around the smoky room. A stool
opened up at the bar. She almost sat down
when she remembered Nathan telling her not
to. She turned back to the bar just as she
sinelled the chief's aftershave. She heaved a
sigh of relief when he set lus empty Bud bottle
on the bar and asled for another one.



The chief rubbed at the bald spot on his head as
he locked gazes with Lizzie. "Didn't mean to
skip out on vou, Aggie. Bring your drink and
let's move over there at the other end of the bar
where it 15n't 20 crowded.” He turned away and
looked at the burly Dutch. "You Detter not be
driving tonight, Davis."”

"T'm not, Chief. Dumfey 1 the desienated
dirver tomight. He's drinking Sprite, sir. Real
nice party, Chiet."

Chief Shay elbowed lus way farther down the
bar, where he poked a detective second grade to
get off the chaw. Lizzie had no other choice but
to take a seat. She immediately reached for a
paper napkin and spread it on her lap. She took
the mitiative. "How's it gcome, Chief?"

Shay looked around the rowdy bar. "T wish I
was m Zack's shoes tonight. Sometumes the job
gets to you. You understand that, don't vou,



Jade?"

"Yes. I do. I tend to think it's like that m any
job. You work all vour life just for the day vou
retire. No one should hate their job."

"Are you saving yvou aren't looking forward to
retirement, Jade?"

'"No. I am, but m a different kind of way. I love
what I do. All those months i rehab soured me
a little. Then those other tlwee months of
staring at the walls wasn't for me. That's why I
wanted to go back to work. When I retue, T'll
have to come up with an all-consuming hobby,
like WWill Fargo and his buttertlies. I would tind
butterfly collecting boring. I need to interact
with people. How about you, Chief?"

"T'im gome to play golf seven davs a week. I'm
not going to join any of those senlor groups
either. My wife 15 a club person. I'm not. Will



now, he belonged to all these botany clubs. He
was consumed with those danmn butterflies.
Mavbe obsessed is a better word. I think he has
evary book ever printed on the subject of
butterflies."”

"You're right, I'd call that obsessed. You know
what they say. Chiet. different strokes tor
different folks."

The chief leaned m closer. "Do vou want to
tallk about it, Aggie?"

There was no use pretending she didn't know
what the cliuef was talking about. He'd called
her Aggie, which meant they were talking
personally, not professionally. "I do, but not
right now., Clief. Can you cut me a little
slack?"

The chief nodded as he mopped at his bald head
agai. "You see all this smoke m the room,



Agcie?” She nodded. "It's kind of that way at
the precinct right now. Oh, you can't see it, but
something's going on. I susgpect 1t nvolves you
in zome way. I'm going to figure it out, Jade."

Jade. They were back on a professional footing
agai. She had to be carvetul. She fiddled with
the napkin in her lap. She nodded.

"If T tind out you're out there investigating on
vour owil, or if I tind out vou're withholding
evidence m a murder mvestigation, I'll slam the
book at yvou. IAD will be on yowr tail like fleas
on a dog. Just so you know, Jade. Speaking of
fleas, how's the dog?"

"Gus is fine, Clhief. Once in a while he gets
spooked the way I do. We're both working on
it. I'm thinking of retiring hin."

The chief finished his beer and set the empty
bottle on the bar. The little talls was now over.



Agoie risked a glance at her watch. Hopefully,
Nathan was on his way back.

"Where's that reporter vou came with, Aggcie?"

Lizzie laughed ruefully. "T think he's probably
hanging out m the men's room. He said he ate
some bad fish last night. At first he wasn't even
going to come with me, but he changed lus
mind. He might be outside. It is smoky m here.
I should go look for lun."

"Is he vour new fella, Acgie?"

Newr felle. "T'm not sure. I like hum a lot. Time
will tell. Chief, it was over between Tom and
me betore. .. before that night."”

"T know that. Aggie. Tom and I had a long talk
about it. He knew vou asked for a transter. He
didn't like it. but he accepted it. Tom was a
good cop, one of the best."”



"Yes, he was. He was real good to his parents,
too. That says a lot about a person mmy book."”

"My book, too. Remember what I told vou.
Anytime you feel the need to o/, we can go
off site.”

"Olkay. Chief."

Aggie fiddled with the napkm in her lap. She
debated ordermg another drmk. Her eves were
starting to water firom all the smoke in the air.
Mavbe she should go outside for some air. She
slid oft the stool. tugeed at the spandex dress,
and was about to fight her way tlwough the
crowd when she smefled Dutch Davis and Joe
Sonders.

"Excuse me, Detectives. I was just on niy way
to the ladies' room."”

"You hear that. Joe. Detective Jade 15 on her



way to the ladies’ room.”
"Yeal. I heard her say that, Dutch."”

Lizzie tilted her head to the side and looked up
at. Dutch Davis. "Didn't you leam vour lesson
the last time I asked you something nicely?"

"We need to tallkk about that. Jade. There's two
of us now. And a whole lot of others.” he said,
waving his good arm about.

"Your own little army?" Lizzie clucked her
tongue to show what she thought of that
statement. "This 1% the second time I'm asking
you to move out of the way so I can go to the
ladies" roon. I never ask a third tume. I hardly
ever ask twice, but sometimes I do because I
figure the person really didn't hear me the first
time." Surely the two of them wouldn't try to
pull something nasty with the cliet in the
room. She looked around and for the tist time



noticed the officers clustered around the bar.
Six deep. The blue wall Aggoie always talked
about. The chiet would never know what
happened.

Lizzie stood on one foot, her right arm
reaching down to remove first one stiletto heel,
then the other. She brought both of them up at
exactly the same moment. One gonged Dutch
Davis directly below lus nose. the other jabbed
at Sonders's right eye. Her elbows ranmmmed
sideways almost simmltaneously. The wall
parted as both detectives clutched their faces,
cursimg ripely.

Lizzie moved forward, muttermg something
about clumsy men. She leaned over and hissed,
"T know evervtiing ” She almost tainted when
she heard her name being called. Nathan.

Roaring like a bull in pain, Dutch Davis was on
his teet. chargme at her. Zack appeared out of



nowhere and stuck hiz leg out. Davis lut the
floor. Hard. "Get the hell out of here, Aggoie”
Zack lussed.

On her way to the exit. Lizzie passed Cluef
Shay. "What's going on?" he asked.

izzie slingged. " qUYs Are s SY.
Lizzie sliugeed. "Some cuys are so clum
Aslh . ] 1 . ’ J ! -
Ask Zack, he was right there when Dutch went
down. I'm heading home, Chief. Nice party. See
you m the moming."

Outside, Lizzie took a deep breath. "We need to
get out of here right now, Nathan. I did... I had
this little altercation. Run, Nathan."”

They ran.

Inzide the car with the doors locked. Lizzie
gasped. "Did you get the books?"

"Did T ever! Five cartons. I'm glad that euy



lived on the first floor, It's all in the trunk."”

"I love vou, Nathan Hawlk." Lizzie gasped as
she buckled up. "Hey. I lost my shoes. I bet you
five bucks they end up i the evidence room
tomorrow.”

Nathan langhed. He loved this gul. He really
did.



Chapter Twelve

fhe mumute Cluef Shay left Zack Miller's
retirement party, Joe Sonders hopped onto the
bar and let loose with a sharp wlustle, The
noisy smoky room grew silent. "You. you. you
over there, and you, too." Joe zaid, pomting to
his fellow officers. "Let's take this outside
where we can talk." To the others who were
agumbling about being excluded, mamly the
female ofticers, Joe pomted to the tlwee
bartenders by jerking his head in their direction.
Party hearty, lads,” he said as he hopped down
from the bar. The female officers grumbled
louder, but no one paid attention to them.

Sonders played the role of the Pied Piper as he
led the way out of the bar to the crowded
parking lot.

Even though he wasn't one of the officers Joe
pointed to, Zack Miller tollowed the enfourage



to the parking lot. beer bottle in hand. He
pretended to be tipsy for Joe's benetit. The tinth
was, he'd been nursing the same bottle of beer
almost all evening.

God, how I hicte these givs, he thought.
"Whatcha doing here, Zack?"

Zack swayed back and forth. "Just want to take
some memories with me, Joe. After tonight,
I'm probably never going to see you uys agaii.
Makes me sad." he pretended to choke up.

Dutch Davis slid his good arm around Zack's
shoulder. "You're going to see plenty of us. We
got big plans tor you m south Florida. YWe're
gomna make you so rich you'll be able to hire
someone to do vour tishing. All you'll have to
do is watch.”

Zack blinked. Wers this giev aheavs so stupid?



The answer is ves. "Sounds good to me." he
said, purposely shuring his words.

The aroup huddled. "She's on to us.” Sonders
said. "Tt's just a matter of tune before she spills
her outs. We have to get to those cars. We
waited too long as it 1x. We shoulda done 1t at
the mpound lot. Now it's onf there. ”

"She's got no proof”’ Davis blustered.

"Don't be stupid. Dutch. All she has to do is rip
her car apart. Sooner or later she's going to get
wise to Tom's car, too. Will's brother has been
talking to her. Do any of vou know where Will
stashed lus stuff? I sure as hell never knew. The
brother probably found 1t and twrned 1t all over
to Aggie. Will was a record keeper. That means
he wrote everything down someplace even
though we told him not to. That's what Aggie
has. I'd stake niy life on it. We did a shakedown
on that ratty apartment where he lived. There



wasn't even a phone bill to be found. Aside
fiom the normal apartment stuff, the only other
thing mn 1t wag all those damn butterfly books.
That means he stashed hiz stuff omeplace else
or the brother took it all. T sent Karl Locke to
Spokane thiz moming to pay a wvisit to the
brother. He got back to me right before the
party. The brother had already split. That's more
proof, Dutch.”

Zack swaved to the right, then caught himself
betore he could topple over. "Whatcha gomna
do, Joe? You kill her, the whole thing 15 gonna
fall apart. and I won't be here to help vou.”

"Don't worry about it. Zack. You just worry
about sobering up o0 vou can get on that plane
in the moming. I say we go after her brand-new
bovtiiend. She'll play ball with us. She'll clam
up. I can almost guarantee it 1if’ she thinks he's
in our sights."



"Yeah. well. what if you're wrong?" Zack
persisted. "If you euys get hung up on this,
they're gomg to come after me and drag me
away firom niy fishing pier. You need to be fool
... fool... proot" Zack said triumphantly. He
slurped from hus beer bottle. "You guys want
me to stay on and help?" Please God. inake
him sav no.

'"Nah. You gotta take care of Millie." Joe said.
"You should be heading out, Zack. The party's
over. We'll be seemg you."”

"You sure. Joe?"

"T'm sure, Zack. You got your gold watch and
the money?"

Zack tapped lus jacket pocket. "Right here."”

They all clapped lum on the back and shook
hands. There was nothing for Zack to do but



head for his car. He knew they were watching
him as he got in, started up the engine, tuned
on the lights, and left the parking lot. He drove
around the corner, paked. got out. and ran
back as fast as he could to the parking lot. He
wove his way among the cars until he was
within listening distance of lus coworkers.

"T'm telling you, it's safe. Half 1s m Tom's car,
the other halt’ in Aggie’s. There's no way we can
get to her car at her house with that danm dog.
We have to wait till she parks 1t at the station
or in a supermarket lot. There's a bunch of
people staying at her house. That's out for now.
Madsen's car. complete with all the bullet
holes, 15 i Iug old man's garage. Beats the hell
out of me wlhy they would want to keep that,
but they did. It's not gomg to be a problem to
get to it. I say we do it before 1t gets light out.”

"What's that mean, Dutch? Man. you are one
dinnk dude.” Sanders snarled. T told you to go



easy on the sauce tonight. Are you sayving you
want us to take it out of the cars before it gets
light, or are you saving you want to leave it and
get her busted for possession? Which 1z it? I
thought that was supposed to be our big score.
The score we were going to unlead in Mianu
with Zack's help. Then we were going to split
for parts unknown."

Dutch leaned agamst the cab of his Dodge
pickup. "Yeah, that wes the plan. Now I want
to tiy her ass. There will be other scores. We
need to get her out of the way. It she's mrested,
it solves our problem.”

"You're letting this get personal. Dutch. You
aren't the only one who has a say m thug. We all
do. I say we call a meeting first thing tomorrow
moming when evervone 1s sober. Majority
rules. Time now is our enenty. In case you were
too diunk to observe the cliet tonight, I wasn't.
He knows something 15 gomg on. He's been



talking to Aggie a lot lately. Now that she has
that reporter on her string. things are going to
move real fast. I say we take the stuff and lut
the road. I'm okay with leaving a couple of
kilos in Tonr's and Aggie's cars, but that's it.
You can send m an aonymous tip when we're
safe and sound and away from here. Now, let's
go home and get some sleep. Spread the word,
and we'll meet up at six o'clock m the squad
room."

"Who made you the boss of this outfit?" Dutch
arowled.

"You did when vou got too dimnk to think."
Sonders said. "Talk to me about giving the job
back to vou when vou sober up.” Without
another word, he stalked off toward lus car.
One by one. lus fellow officers followed suit
until only Dutch Davis remaied.

Zack watched firom lug hiding place as Dutch



lashed out with his foot to kick the tires of his
pickup. He listened to the venom he spouted
until he got sick to his stomach. 7 fierve fo v
Aggie somehow. But how? The reporter? He
can get o message to Aggie. I'fl heve to use «a
pay phone, though, Moavbe the one at the
motel witere I'm staving. Yeah, veah, Hat's
whet I'll do. No, the gurvs know the nome of
the motel. Another peav phone, movbe one
near where the reporter fives or by the paper
he woris for. Yecth, that sounds belter.

Zack waited until he felt safe enough to leave
his hiding spot and head for lus car.

C N

Their arms loaded with boxes of books on
buttertlies, Agoie and Nathan made thewr way
to the elevator in Nathan's high-rise. "Did you
look through the books?"



'"No. I was too antsy. I just wanted to get out of
there. The place gave me the heebie-jeebies.
You said you were gomng to tell me how vou
lost vour shoes. This might be a good time,
Lizzie."

Lizzie took a deep breath. "T got m a little over
my head there at the bar. I saw the way the cuys
crowded m so the cluef couldn't see what was
gome on. They had something plannmed. T could
see 1t mn that diseusting Dutch's tace. I took off
those spike heels I was wearing and janumed the
heels mto Dutch's and Joe's faces. Then I
elbowed them Dboth mn the gut and got out of
there. That's when you showed up.

"Do vou know what I think, Nathan? I think the
whole squad 15 a ticking bomb. They don't
know which way to go right now. They are
going to do something, though. That's a given.
It would be nice if you made us some cotftee
wlile I get out of these clothes.”



Nathan stared at her. worried. yvet in awe of her
bravery. "You need to stop beng zo fearless.
There's not a single one of those ouvs or
women that I would trust. T wish you'd stop
inciting those creeps, and stay out of harm's
way. Do vou need any help?"”

Lizzie langhed. "You need to have a little more
faith m me, Nathan. Not right now, but later
I'm certain I'll requure your help. Two sugars
and a dollop of cream.”

"For you, anything. What's a dollop?" he called
over lus shoulder.

"A quick squirt. T like to taste the coffee.”

Fifteen mmutes later, they had Will Fargo's
butterfly books divided equally. They had
cottee, their previous lists that had so far made
no senge, pads, and pencils perched in thewr laps
ready to start to work, "It my sister 18 wrong



about this, I'm going to be really upset.” Lizzie
nmittered.

"My reporter’s nose tells me she's right. Okay.,
here's the master list Ageie gave us of every
cop in the precinct. Next to the name is the
address, and we hope it's cuurent, along with
social security number, badge number, buth
date, and the usual physical characteristics. I
had the paper run a check on then license
plates, and by the way. that's a no-no. and that's
all we have to go on or match up.”

"If you stop and think about it. it's a lot. The
only reason Aggie had all this stuff’ on those
discs you printed out iz becanse she updated
the files tor the police conmussioner. It was
some kind of special project the cluef assiened
her to last winter. She wasn't allowed to do 1t at
home, so she did 1t over a two-day weekend m
the oftice. A weekend. she said. with double
time. She said she was supposed to retuwn the



discs, but she made a copy. Her reasoning was
rather simple. She said you just never know
when you're gomge to need stutl like this. It's a
no-no. too. Good thing, huh?"

"Danm good thing. Are we sayme they weren't
domg a shakedown of store owners for
protection?"

"I don't know. I tend to think not. Too many
voices. Store owners tend to band together and
talk. My cut says no. Aggie thought it might be
a possibility. We won't rule it out, though. For
now, we'll just ienore it. Let's get started.”

It was an howr later when Lizzie let out a
whoop. "God. how I love that sister of mine!
Look at thist I know who this euy 1s. He's the
warrant. ofticer. and hix name is Leonard Pipe.
See this butterfly. Look what someone wrote
on the page. Someone... Will, of course. Look
at the numbers under the actual picture of the



butterflyv. It matches up with the last four
numbers of Pipe's social security munber. The
buttertly 1z called Pipevine Swallowtail. It's
iridescent blue or blue-green i color.
According to our file here, Pipe has blue-green
eyes. The Pipevine Swallowtails are conunon
in Georgia m late summer. Pipe lives here mn
Atlanta, and was transterred to the precmct m
Aungust of "98. He lives at 713 Lmn Avenue.
The Pipevine Swallowtaill has a seven-to-
thirteen-centimeter wingspan. The botanical
name for the Pipevine Swallowtail, according
to this page. is Battus philenor (Linnaeus). Put
it all together and it spells Leonard Pipe to me.
Talk about clever. I think we can assume the
numbers i the marein on this page are the
detes of Pipe's pavouts as well ag Will's own
pavments, and the numbers at the bottom of the
page are the amounts of money Pipe received.
My God. it must have taken him forever to do
all this bookkeeping." Lizzie whistled to show
how impressed she was by Will Fargo's records.



Nathan's eves almost popped out of his head at
what he was seemg "No, not forever. If he
knew evervthing there was to know about
butterflies, it was easy. It was probably a
simple matter to Fargo. Mavbe a tew hows to
document each one of his fellow officers. It
would be a sinple matter, minutes really, to
update the records. I have to adnut, this 1s
something I never would have stumbled on.
Your sister is an absolute gemus!" Zack said
generously. Lizzie snuled. An mtimate snule
that brouglit a sparkle to Nathan's eves.

"Let's get back to work."”

Forty-five nunutes later, Lizzie let loose with
another whoop of jov. "Wow! Look at thus!
There's a wvice cop on Aggie's list named
Cassiug Bluewood. He was borm and raised in
Columbia, South Carolina. This butterfly 1s
named, Cassiug Blue. Or Lepores cassins. Tt
has a 3.5-centimeter wingspan. The Cassius



Blue is a South Carolina butterfly. Says the
caterpillar host 15 lima beans. They have plenty
of lima beans mn the South. Thev're like a staple
in the diet. Aggie told me that once, and she
loves lima beans and corn bread. You can also
find this Dbuttertly m Texas and Flonida.
Bluewood lived in Texas for three years betore
he moved to Florida, where he worked for two
years. He finally moved here to Atlanta five
years ago. See, it all fits. It's all here, Nathan.

"Here's one that literally jumped off the page.
It's a female cop. and Aggie partnered with her
before she was transferred to a different vt
due to a digability of some kind. Her name 1s
Holly Azure, and she's Spamish. Holly 12 a
nickname. Her real name i1s Hollyfina, Tlus
butterfly is named, Atlantic Holly Azure. Holly
has gray han. This particular  buttertly,
according to what I'm reading. has wimgs of
pale @ray with dark @ray markings. It's official
name 1 Celastrineg idecdia. Holly's buthday 1s



3—9— 45. This butterfly has a wingspan of 3.9
centimeters. The really large males can have a
wingspan as large as four to five centumeters.
Are we on a roll or what?" Lizzie's voice was
s0 excited. Nathan laughed out loud.

Lizzie looked across the coffee table to make
eye contact with her host. She snuled. "T tlunk,
Nathan, in your own way. you halt figured it
out yvowrself. That might at Daniel Fargo's
house when you pulled that sun on me, vou
said something about buttertlies, and the one
on my np made you think I was m on it. By
the way. it's a pmk-and-vellow Monarch.”
Nathan slrugged. uncomtortable with the
remunder that he'd pulled a gun on Lizzie. Or
was it the butterfly on her rear end that was
making him uncomfortable? He brightened
almost munediately as he remembered the
delicate pmk-and-vellow butterfly on Lizzie's
1.



They went back to work.

By midmght, they had what Lizzie said were
four perfect matches and six pendmg.

"It's your proof. Lizzie Nathan was so
extiberant., Lizzie burst ont laughing.

They looked at each other when Nathan's phone
rang. He reached behind him to aapple with
the phone. He barked a weeting, hoping it
wasn't the paper sending him on a case
somewhere.

"WMr. Hawk, can I leave a message for you to
give to Detective Jade?" the voice queried
without offering a greeting of any kind or
identifying himselt.

"Detective Jade is right here. You can @ive the
message to her vourself. Just a numte, I'll get
her." Nathan sliugged as he held up a finger to



mean she should wait to speak till he got to the
kitchen, where he could pick up the extension
and listen to the conversation. He dragged the
extension cord to the doorway so Lizzie could
see he had the phone m has hand that held doywn
the button. He nodded.

Lizzie picked up the phone. "This is Detective
Jade."

"Aggie, it's Zack Miller. I only have a few
seconds so listen up. T want to give you a heads
up. I want you to do something as soon as we
hang up. T want you to get yowr car and take it
someplace where no one can find it. Do 1t right
row. As zoon as you do that, go to Tom
Madsen's parents’ house and take lhis car and do
the same thing. Are vou listening to me, Acgie?
Do you understand what I'm telling you?"

"Yes. Do you want to tell me wiy?"



"No. You're smart, Aggie, vou'll figure it out. I
have Millie i the car. and we're leaving now.
We're square now. You're a good cop. Aggie.
One of the best T ever worked with. If Millie
knew. she'd thank you. too. Have a great lite.”

Lizzie blinked as she looked down at the phone
in her hand.

"That was Zack Miller. He said I was to take
1y car and Tom's, too. and put them someplace
safe. He didn't elaborate. I guess we better do
what he says. Ageie said she knew 1t was too
good to be tiue that her car was untouched.
Where's a sate place? T don't know that nmch
about Atlanta. Nathan, de vou know a safe
place where we can hide two cars?"

"As a matter of fact. T do. Autie Bennigan, a
fiiend of mune, gave me a key to luz house
because he's torever losing lus keys. It's i niy
desk drawer at the office. Actually, he gets the



keys made by the dozen. and I'm the keeper of
the kevs. I give it to him when he locks himself
out. which is at least twice a week, then he
never gives the kevs back because he either
loses or nusplaces them. Amyway, he has a two-
car garage. We can slide his Beemer out and
leave 1t m the driveway and put yours and
Tom's cars inside."

"Nathan, you are the marvel in marvelous.”
Lizzie inched closer to give him a hearty lip-
simacking kiss. She wanted the kiss to zo on
forever but knew there swould be time later.
Now, they had to take care of business. Nathan
aroaned when she said, "Up and at 'em. big guy.
We have woik to do. I hate waking up the
Madsens at this hour, but we gotta do it. We'll
do Tom's car first, then nune, okay? I'll call on
the way to alert the Madsens. We don't want a
whole bunch of lights gomg on all of a sudden
to alert the neighborhood.”



"One of these days I have to get some sleep,
Lizzie. I'm going on adrenalme.”

"Okay, we'll sleep tomomrow mght. No, we
can't. I have to get back to the girls. We'll
figre something out, Nathan, T pronuse.”

Nathan was on lus feet looking down at her. He
reached for her hand. "T'm falling m love with
you. I want you to know that." Lizzie bit down
on her lower lip. She wanted to say, I'm folling
in fove with vou, too, but she didn't. Plan B
didn't allow for falling in love. Instead. she
siiled and hugged him. hating the way his eyes
clouded over. as though he knew what she was
thinking.

The night seemed exceptionally quiet. Almost
as (uiet as Lizzie and Nathan tooling along the
side streets on thenr way to the Madsen house.



Lizzie stared out at the quiet night. She rolled
the window down %0 she could smell the warm
evening air. She loved springtime. "Should I try
the nmumber again, Nathan? It's well after
nudmght. Where could they be? Do you think
they're sound sleepers? I always thought as you
got older you slept less and were light sleepers.
I know I read that somewhere.”

Nathan tumed to look at his companion. "Is it
possible they're out of town?"

"Mrs. Madsen said they didn't get to visit their
daughter too often. I think the daunghter lives m
Seattle. That's how I got contilsed with Daniel
Fargo. T'm dithering here, Nathan. Help me
out."

"T don't know too nmuch about elderly people,
Lizzie. My parents are always m the house by
ten because my dad likes to watch the late-
evening news. He has a bowl of comflalkes,



gets into lus pajamas, and watches the news. It's
a ritual. It's one of those absolute musts that he
be home by ten. He makes my mother nuts with
hig routines. Maybe the Madsens are like that.

"It's hard to see the street signs. I think it's one
block over. Will you be able to recognize the
house if we can't read the house munbers?"
Nathan asked.

Lizzie peered out into the darkness. "I think so.
Drive slow. Their mailbox 1¢ at the end of the
driveway. It's white with flowers painted on it.
It matches theiwr trash can. The tlowers I mean.
The trash can 15 wliute, too. I remember
thinking Mrs. Madsen must have pamted it
herselt. Okay, there it i1s. There's a car i the
diiveway. If they went away, they didn't go by
car. Since 1t's a one-car garage, do you suppose
Tom's car is really nside?"

Nathan turned off lus headlights and drove up



the driveway and parked behind the MMadsens'
car.

"You try the back door, and T'll go arcund
front. Just keep vour finger on the bell until a
light goes on.”

Lizzie did as instiucted. She finally removed
her index finger from the bell when Nathan
appeared. She shook her head. "Mavbe they
went to see their daughter. YWhat do you think
we should do?"

"Let's try the carage. It's detached. so that
means there's a door on the side. Mavbe they're
like Daniel Fargo and don't keep it locked,
Sometimes keys can be a pain in the neck. Now
if you were a redl cop. you could jinuny the
lock with one of those picks you see cops use
in the movies. Do you have a haupin or
something?"



'"No. I don't have a hanpin or something. It's
locked." Diggust rang in Lizzie's voice.

"If this 15 a senior citizen housing development,
we need to get out of here. Cops patrol senior
neighborhoods. My dad told me that. Seniors
are noctumal. My mom and dad prowl aronnd
all mght long. My mother loves looking out the
window to see 1if anything 1x¥ going on.
Someone might see us. report us to the cops.
One or possibly more of the neighbors are
probably looking out for the house. You know,
keepmg an eve on it, bringing mn the mail and
newspaper. My dad doeg it for Charlie Wilson
when he goes on his golfing trips. How's 1t
gomg to look it cops show up here?"

Lizzie felt like her heart was leapfrogeing
ingide her chest. Conumon sense told her they
should leave. She remembered the anxiety
Zack's voice. The anxiety and the sense of
wreency. Then she thought about her sister



Acgie and her career. "Not good, Nathan. Let's
look around for an cutside key. It we can't tind
one, we'll break one of the panes of glass. Mis.
Madsen loves Aggie. She won't sign a
complamt. She'll understand if the cops call her
atter they talk to the neighbors. I know as sure
as I'm standing here, one of these neighbors
knows where they are and also knows the
daughter's phone number. This looks like one
of those nice neighborhoods where people all
look out for one another. Start looking,
Nathan. Just don't make any noise."

Nathan retiuned nunutes later. "I came up diy.
Maybe the Madsens don't believe m leaving
kevs outside. especially after they were
burglarized. It's understandable. It you break
that pane of glass, Aggie. you are going to
make some serious noise. We can come bacl in
the moming as soon as it gets light out. Sentors
get up before dawn breaks. I don't know why
that 1. My dad couldn't wait to retire so he



could sleep in. He gets up at quarter to five. My
mother gets up at five. Oh, she's awake, she
just stays i bed so nmry dad will make the
coffee. She said she did it for fifty years, and
it's lus ttun now."

Nathan was babbling, and it worried Lizzie.
She wondered it she would ever get to meet the
elder Hawlks. Probably not. She arimaced mn the
darkness. Sometunes, things just didn't work
out no matter how hard you tried. Nathan was
probably right. and they should leave.

"All right, let's go. We can go get my car and
take it to your friend's house. Tl put it m
neutral, and you can push me down the
driveway. That way we won't alert the dog or
the girls. Are you okay with that, Nathan?"

"Lizzie. I am not okay with any of this. Think
about it. What the hell are we domng anyway. I
know yvou didn't ask tor my opmion, but I'm



gomge to give it to von anyway. I say we take
the butterfly books to Chief’ Shay. yvou tell him
what you suspect. and let the department and
the conmussioner and mayor do the rest. Aren't
you supposed to go to work tomorrow?"

"Oh., God. I forgot about that. That means we
have to breal the glass and do 1t now. There's
no way I can do thiz in the mormme. If you tap
the glass, it should fall mward and cusluon the
sound. Or, vou can take off your shut, and I'l
hold it under the window to catch the glass it
you're worrying it will fall outward. We have
to do it now, Nathan. Tll look around tor a
stone or a brick. Don't worry, I'll be quiet.”

Lizzie returned five mmutes later with a stone
that was a little bigger than a pebble fiom Mis.
Madsen's flower garden. She gaped when she
saw the door was wide open. "How'd vou do
that?" she hissed.



"The tip of my penknife. T just wiggled and
jigeled. Tl close the door and hold niy shat up
over the windows while you tiun on the light."

Lizzie took a moment to admire Nathan's
naked torso betore she tumed to look at Tom
Madsen's black four-by-tour. Her hands flew to
her mouth when she saw how the car and
windshield were riddled with bullets. "Aggie
was in that car. She nmst have thought she was
gomg to die that mght. It's a miracle she didn't.
The tires have been shot out., too. The Madsens
must have hiad the car towed here. That means
we can't take it out of here, Nathan.”

"Dammit, Lizzie, you mean this was all for
nothing? Let's just dirve it on the rims. It's no
good anyway. We need to get out of here.
When vou open that garage door, it's going to
make noise. It nmught have an automatic light
for all T know. Are you listening to me, Lizzie?"”



"Shhh. I'm thinking. How far away does vour
friend live from here?"”

"A couple of nules, and despite what I just said,
I do not have a clue if the rims will hold up tall
we get there. If that's your game plan., you'd
better sive zome thought to what will happen it
that car conlks out i the nuddle of the road.
What are you going to do?"

"You will push 1t the rest of the way. I'm going
to knock out the overhead fluorescent light
with that shovel in the comer. T'll open the door
a little at a time so it won't make noise. You
push it down the driveway."

"Lizzieeeee! The Madsens' car is parked
outside."”

"On the other side, Nathan. The driveway is big
enough for two cars across. You parked behund
the Madsens. We can do this. Okay, I'm going



to crack that overhead bulb. I know exactly
where 1t 18, so turn out the light."”

Nathan clenched his teeth when he heard the
long cylinder fall on top of the car. "I thought

you said you knew where the bulb was."

"I gness it wasn't screwed m very tight. Stop
worrying. Put vour shirt on.”

Nathan watched. holding his breath, as Lizzie
inched the garage door up little by little until it
was all the way up.”

"Lizzie?"

"Now what?"

"How are you gomg to start up the car? You
don't have a key."

"Oh. Tl hot-wire it. T used to work in a garage,



remember. Trust me. Just push the car out, and
it should roll down the driveway. Use those
gorgeous muscles. Then follow me to the road
and push me a little farther down the street. I
don't want to start it up here. If you know this
area. stick to the side streets. Stay close belund
me."

Gorgeons mitscles. Nathan felt his chest puff
out. He pushed. using lhis gorgeous nmscles,
He didn't stop to wonder how Lizzie shifted the
car mnto neutral.

Lizzie's gaze kept going to the passenger side
of the car as she crawled along on the tlat tires
at ten nmules an howr. Her sister had sat there
that nmight, Gus m the backseat, wlile they
waited for the action to start. How fiightened
she must have been. She felt herselt shudder.
"T'm gomg to malke this right, Ageie. I'm mad
now. Really mad."



Thuty-five minutes later, Lizzie looked at her
watch. The time was 1:23 AM. Several cars
passed her two-car parade, then Nathan was
ahead of her. signaling that he was going to
twn mto a driveway. Town houses. A yuppie
haven. She sighed with relief. Yuppies were
into themselves and not watclung tlwough
windows. Unlike seniors, most yuppies had an
aversion to the cops.

Lizzie coasted to a stop when Nathan parked
hig Intrepid at the opposite end of the driveway
while she stopped at the curb. She crept out of
the car. the engine rmnning,

It was dark, the streetlights bemg situated at
each end of the block. Artie Bennigan lived
the nuddle. A few lamppost lights glowed
dumly toward the end of the street. The yuppies
probably either forgot to turn them out., or they
weren't home yet.



Lizzie's heart felt like it was going to explode
out of her chest when Nathan opened the
carage door. Moments later, the Beemer,
Nathan at the wheel. slid backward until it was
on the street. Like a crab. he scuttled over to
where she waited and motioned for her to diive
into the garage. She did. the runs @mding on
the concrete driveway. Somewhere between the
Madsens' house and here, all the tires had
peeled away. She telt like she was sitting on the
ground.

The minute she was mside the earage, the light
out, Lizzie hopped out of the car. She was
dizzy with reliet. Nathan., what she could see of
his expression, looked like he was going to
black out at any second. She waved her hand m
front of lus face. "C'mon. Nathan, get with the
program here. Let's close the door and get the
hell out of here.”

Nathan took a areat gculp of awr., just as



headlights swung onto Artie's street at the
corner. In seconds, he made a beeline for the
Intrepid, and raced it up and mto the sarage.
The door closed just as the approaching car
was less than a building away. He @rabbed
Lizzie and smaszhed lus lips agamst hers. She
didn't protest. He mumbled agaimst her lips, "T
think it's a police cruiser on patrol. We live
here. you and I. and I'm Astie Benmigan. Now
let's break away and head tor the fiont door. I
have the key. Slow and easy. Lizzie. We belong
here. Son of a bitch, he's stopping. Take the key
and open the door. T'll follow. Go on. Lizzie.
Do not twm on the outside light. Move,
damumit. They might recognize you."

Lizzie played her part in a high. trilling voice.
"Hury up, honey, you promused to make my
niglt."”

Nathan stepped onto the small patch of grass
on the side of the ditveway to get out of the



glare of the police lights. Even so. the light was
illummating. "T'm commg sweetie. Just hold
on." He crossed lus fingers that the cop m the
cruiser was a rookie. Usually rookies got the
nudmight shiti.

"Anything wrong, Officer?”

"Do you live here, sir?"

"Yep. Me and the nussus. Is something wrong?"
"Iz the Beemer yours, sir?”

"Sure is. and let me be the first to tell you. you
don't want one. It's in the shop more than on
the road. My license and registration are in the
car. Name's Arthur Benmigan. I work for the
Jonrnal-Constitution. Hey, can I go in now?

My wife 15 waiting for me?”

"Go ahead. Next time vou come home this late,



don't malke so much noise.”

"Okay, Officer. Sure. Have a nice night.”
Seconds later he was in Artie Bennigan's living
room with Lizzie's armis around ham. He felt
famt. They held on to each other. "Turn on one
of the lights." Nathan whispered.

Lizzie obliged. "I think I'm gome to be sick,
Natharn."

His eyes wild. Nathan said, "No. you are not
gomge to be sick. Take deep breaths. We need to
sit down right here on these steps and calm
down."”

"What... what made vou put vour car m the
garage, Nathan?" Lizzie hated the way her
voice was cracking with the stress she was
feeling.

Nathan shook his head to clear it. "I don't know



wliy. Something just said. park it in the garage.
Some lund of nstinct, T guess. Guess I'm going
to have to borrow Autie's car for a little while.
He won't mind unless we smash it up. It we do.
you, being rich and all. will have to gpring for a
new one."

"Yeal. okay." Lizzie said agreeably. "What are
the chances of vour buddy Artie having some
brandy? I could use a drimk right now. I don't
know when I've ever been this rattled.”

Nathan tumed on a lamp in the living room.
"Hey, this 1s mice. I've never been here before.”

Lizzie looked around approvingly. There was
no doubt that this was a man's pad, but it was
comfortably and tastefully decorated. "T bet lus
mother did all the decorating. It has a woman's
touch. Comfort first, good taste second. Why
do men always think they have to be
sirounded by dmk colors like Dburgundy,



hunter green, dark brown? Is it a cave-dwelling
thing or what?" Nathan burst out langling.

"Found some plum brandy.” Nathan called
from the dining room. where Lizzie could see
him holding up a bottle. "Let's just swig from it
and not dirty classes. okay?"

"Okay with me. Ol look, vour friend smolkes.
Let's sit down for a munute, Nathan., and relax.
We can smoke a cigarette and unwind. T don't
mind telling vou. I almost peed niy pants out
there when I saw that cop car. What do vou
think is i Tom's car?"

"God only knows, Lizzie."

They sat m silence, Lizzie staring at what she
supposed was Artie Bennigan's family. Two
sisters, vounger, hamming it up for the camera,
parents who looked like parents. Artie m lus
cap and gown at some graduation, and the



family dog. a dalmatian.

She wondered if she would ever have a fanuly
picture on her mantel. Sadness engulfed her.
She took another swig tirom the brandy bottle.
Nathan, she noticed, wasn't driking, other than
the tirst sip. Once he'd told her he didn't drink
and drive. She liked that about hum, it made
him a responsible person.

She thouglht about her own philosopliy. which
was, work like you don't need the money, love
like vou've never been Inut, and dance like no
one 1 watclhing. She was jolted trom her
thoughts when Nathan poked her anm to get her
attentiomn.

"T lied to you, Lizzie."
Lizzie felt her shoulders sag. Here it comes,

she thought. dggie scid not to trust anyone.
Whet do I do? I trust o reporier. She felt like



kicking herself.
"About what, Nathan."

"T lied to vou when I said I thought I was falling
in love with you."”

Lizzie felt like her msides were cruunbling.
"Don't give it another thought. Stress... time..."

Nathan acted like he hadn't heard her. "T'm »ot
falling m love with you. I'm aiready in love
with vou. You don't have to say anytlung or
profess undying love. I just wanted you to
know."

Tears rolled down Lizzie's cheeks. She moved
closer, took lus hands mn hers. "T love you. too.”
she wluspered. He squeezed her hands. She
squeezed back. For afl the good it’s going to
do either one of us.



It was Nathan who gently pushed her away. "It's
cetting late, Lizzie, we have to check Tom's car
and still pick up yours. Maybe all your answers
are mn the garage. At least, let's hope s0."

Thirty munuites later, Nathan looked at Lizzie in
dismay. "Maybe that euy Zack was putting you
on. There's nothing m thig car but food
wrappers, smelly tennis shoes, and dirty tovels.
There's notlung here. I looked undemeath the
car, under the tenders. under the hood. and
there's nothing. Maybe it was the bullets he was
referring to. There are enough of them
embedded m this car to melt down tfor a
doorstop. I even ripped off the felt on the
ceiling. T did find thirty-seven cents under the
seats. but that's it. There's nothing, Lizzie.
Mavbe he was tiving to set you up or
something.”

Lizzie sighed. "Mavybe we should rip the seats
apart."”



"To what end. Lizzie. They're just the way they
came from the tactory. I looked under them. I
wanted to find something, too. but there's
nothing to find. Come on, we have to get your
car unless you don't want to do it."

'"No. no. Zack was giving me a heads up. Wait
a minute. Wait just a danm nunute. Maybe they
were going to plant something m the cars. That
would be the setup. You're right, there's
nothing to find because they haven't put #,
whatever 7 15, m the cars vet. Come on. let's

gn.”

Zack locked up. and they both climbed mto the
Beemer. "Jeez. I hope we don't run mto that
cop again."”

At fifteen mimites past three, Nathan parked the
Beemer on the opposite side of the street.



Lizzie looked across at her sister's house. It
was dark as pitch. "Show me where the bug is
on the door and rip 1t off."”

Like tlueves in the might, Lizzie and Nathan
crossed the street and ran up the driveway.
Lizzie opened the car door. Nathan bent down.,
searched for the bug, and ripped 1t away from
the bottom of the door. He pulled back his am
and tossed it across the lawn. They watched it
land in a bed of daisies two doors away.

In less than ten nunutes, they were back on the
road and headed tor Artie Bennigan's house tor
the second time mn one mght.

They used up mother fifteen minutes opening
the garage doors, pulling out the Intrepid, and
diiving Aggie’s car into the gcarage. Nathan
parked the Intrepid. the front end facmg the
street so the rear license plate couldn't be seen.



It was a few minutes before four when Nathan
closed the door of Lizzie's car. "There's nothing
in your car either. Let's get out of here. It we're
lucky, we mught get an hour or so of sleep.”

Disgusted with the entire evening's events,
Lizzie crawled imto the Beemer. "Tell me agam
wly we're leaving your vehicle here and taking
this car that belongs to your triend.”

"Lizzie. right this second. T don't remember. I'm
sire 1t will come to me. I never get bad ideas.
Whatever it was, you agreed. Can we just leave
now?"

"Okay." Lizzie leaned back and was instantly
asleep. Nathan had to wake her when he paked
in his underground parking space.

In the clwrome-and-glass condo, Lizzie headed
straight for the couch. MVake me up at six-
thirty, Nathan."



At ten minutes past six, the squad room was
rife with anger and testosterone. "What the hell
do vou mean both cars are gone?” Dutch Davis
demanded.

"They're gone. As in they aren't there a
detective with flanmung red hair said out of the
cormer of lhig mouth. "Neighbors reported a
breal-in at the Madsens' house during the
night. The house wasn't broken mto, just the
garage, and the car 1 gone. There 1% no car at
Jade's house. And. betore you go ballistic, we
checked Hawlk's garage, and it 1sn't there either.
Neither is his car."”

"She's one step ahead of us." Joe Sonders said.
He smacked his balled-up fist on a tabletop.

"Now what?"

"Now what? Now what?" Dutch hissed. "I need



to think. Can I just sit here and think for a
minute. Is Ageie on duty today?"”

"T looked at the schedule. She was on. then she
was off. How the hell am I supposed to know.
The space next to her name 15 blank." Joe
banged the table again. He looked around. All
he could see was fear on his fellow officers’
faces. The same lkind of fear he was feeling.
"You better thinl quick, Dutch. The way I look
at it. we have less than a day. You nught also
want to consider the tact that the cluef 1z on
high alert when you're doing all vour thinking."

The room fell silent when the watch
conunander entered the room.

No one listened to a thing he said.



Chapter Thirteen

Chief of Detectives Erwin Shay Lknew
something Hig was gome on the minute he
walked down the hall to lug office. He could
smell the secrecy. Whatever it was, 1t had been
going on simce Aggie Jade reported back to
work.

He looked at hiz watch and felt pleased with
himself' that he was within a numte of lis
normal arrvival. Six-thuoty. He wasn't due m till
seven, but he liked to be at his desk when the
shift switched over m case one of hig men from
the meht shitt wanted to talls. It worked for him
even though his wite grumbled and complaimed
about having to get up at five o'clock to fix
him Dbrealtast. A special breakfast Dbecause
among other medical problems. his diabetes
was gomg hayvwire. She worried about him. He
worried about himself, too, but he never let her
know it.



He was more than woiried now. He looked
across the squad room at Sadie Wilkmson. who
he secretly thought was older than God. She
was already at her desk. because. as she put it,
how did it look for her boss to be in and her
still snoozing.

Sadie knew evervthing that went on and then
some. She was mother. sister. aunt. confessor,
and keeper of all kinds of secrets she never
divulged. She was honest, loyval., and
trustwortly. She was also personal tiiends with
the commussioner’s and mavor's wives. YWhen
you wanted to know the sluury on anything
involving the department. all you had to do was
ask Sadie. Asking didn't mean yvou'd get an
answer. Sadie was also discreet.

Sadie always wore a smile, no matter what time
of the day it was. She wasn't smuling this
moming, and she also wasn't meeting the
cluef's penetrating gaze. Her thin lips were



pursed tightly.

Erwin Shay's eves narrowed. Whatever he was
simelling was getting stronger. "In my office,
Sadie. Now! Don't even think about telling me
you're busy." He was barking at her. Later, he
knew, he would have to apologize.

"Hold your horses, Erwin. I have to put my
shoes on." Sadie wore platform shoes that were
killers on her feet. She wore them so she could
add height to her four-toot-eight frame. The
nunute she reached her desk. she kicked them
off and put on her slippers. When she took her
brealk or went to lunch or even made a trip
down the hall, she put the plattorms back on.

Sadie Wilkinson was a little bit of a woman.
Cluet Shay often said she was no bigger than a
postage stamp. She weighed m at something
close to eighty-eight pounds if she ate
breakfast. It not. she weighed eighty-six



pounds. Her hair was pearly white and tied in a
knot at the top of her head. For added height, of
course. Her tace was weathered and lined. a
road map of life. Her only concession to
makeup was chenrry red lipstick that bled into
the wrmkles, and cheny red nail polish. She
wore a strap watch fastened above her elbow
because if she wore it on her wrist, even mn the
last hole, it would slide off her arm.

No one really knew Sadie's age because, among
other things, she lknew how to tap mto the files,
and constantly changed her birth date. The Dbest
guess was she was somewhere around seventy-
five, give or take a few vears. sometlung she
would never deny or confim. All she wounld
say was she was with the department from the
day she araduated high school. She retiised to
divulge the nmmne of the high school. and no
amount of prodding could get it out of her. It
was a nund-your-own-business kind of thing.



Today, Sadie wore a leopard prmt blouse with
black slacks and a fanny pack around her waist.
She constantly had to hitch it up because she
had no hips to speak of, and it slid around. Tt
was for her valuables.

"Today. Sadie!” Erwim barked agam.

"I told you to hold vour horses, Erwm. I'm
coming.” she barked back. "Furthermore, I am
not hard of hearing."”

"Close the door!”

Sadie obliged the chief.

"Sit!" he ordered.

"Sit! Sit! Sit! I'm not a dog, Erwin. What? All
right, I'm sitting.”" She perched on the edge of

the hard wooden chair, her feet a long way
firom the floor. Her legs looked like skinmy



sticks with the bully platforms at the ends.

Shay fixed her with a stare. "Watch my lips.
Sadie. T want to know what's going on around
here. Don't tell me you don't know. You know
evervthing. You know more than I know, and
I'm the cluet of detectives. I'm not proud of that
either. You are not moving out of that cham
until you spill your euts. So, start spilling.”

They were like two old warhorses, sniffing,
snorting, and pawing the ground as each took
the other's measure.

The red lips moved. "You give me too nnmch
credit, Erwin."”

One of the cluef's stubby fingers pomted at her
chest. "Listen up. Sadie. Either you tell me
what's comg on. or I @ive tlhis to the
conmmussioner.” He reached mto his top dravwer
and pulled out an old vearbook. "See tlus,



Sadie. It's vowr lugh school yearbook., and
guess what. It has your age m it. You are ten
years past retirement age. I'm personally going
to plan your retirement party tomorrow night.
Did you hear me. Sadie? Tomorrow mght! The
flip side to retirement 1%, I fire you on the spot.
What's it gonmna be, Sadie?"

"That's blackmail!" Sadie blustered. "Blackimail
is against the law."

"So. sue me! I want it all, Sadie. every last
tidbit."

The red lips moved agam. "T want a lawver."
"For what?" Shay bellowed.
Sadie reared back and tumed her hearing aid

down. It screeched, the sound like fingemails
on a blackboard. Shay @roaned.



"You're tlreatening me. Coercion. You don't
even have a case to charge me with anything. Tf
you do. will you Mirandize me?"

"T'll go you one better, Sadie. T'll call in IAD. T
think voure  withholding evidence or
knowledge on Tom Madsen's murder. They'll
chew vou up and spit yvou out. How's that grab
you, Sadie?"

The red lips puckered up. Sadie turned her
hearing aid back up to the hugh position. It
screeched again.

Shay watched as she literally sluiveled in front
of his eyes. She started to oy, something he
thought she was incapable of domg He was
out of lis depth. and he knew it.

"Maybe it is tune for me to leave here. I always
thought I'd. you know, keel over at niy desk."”
She rubbed at her eyes with the back of her



hand. "Erwin, you think I know everythmg. I
don't. People say things m passime. I remember
thoze things. Sometimes I put one thing
together with another thing, and come up with
what I think 15 going on. That doesn't mean it's
right. or that something i going to happen. It's
nry version of events. If you want to sic Internal
Affairs on me. go ahead. They deal m facts and
not rumors." Sadie straightened her shoulders,
and said, "If T leave, this place will tall apart,
and we both know it. You don't even know
where they keep the pencils, Erwimn."”

She was right, and Shay knew it. Sadie
Wilkinson was  the glue that Lkept the
department together. How it had happened. he
didn't know. It she left. he wondered who
would put up the Cluistmas tree and all the
decorations.

Shay reached into his desk drawer and brought
out a box of tissues. He handed them to the



little woman. She sniffed. and waved them
away.

"Sadie, I'm worried about Aggie Jade. Not just
worried. I'm recdiv worried."”

"T''m worried about her. too, Erwim. She's one
of vour best." Sadie looked down at the floor,
"Theyre tiving to figure a way to get her. I
don't know who #her are, Erwimn. It could be the
whole department or it could be just a tfew.
Like I said. I hear things. Believe it o1 not, I
was going to talk to Aggie today. I have tlus
creepy feeling something bad 15 going to
happen.”

Shav leaned back mto the depths of lus swivel
chaiwr. "Join the club, Sadie. The reason I let her
come back was I thought she would be sate on
site. At home, she's fan game. I'm losing sleep
over thig, Sadie. When I don't get enough sleep.,
I get real cranky. Ask my wife."”



Sadie sighed. "What do vou want me to do,
Erwin?"

"Get me something I can sk my teeth into. I
need something to go on. Aggie’s playving it real
close to her vest. I know she decked Dutch
even though they both denied it. She had a 1un-
in with lhum and Sonders at Zack's party. She
looked like a nullion bucks, didn't <he, Sadie?"

"Yes. she did, Erwin. It made me want a dress
like that. Every man in that bar was ogling her.
Didn't think Aggie had it in her to wear
something like that. She's ditterent these days."

"I noticed that mivself. I guess a near-death
experience will do that to a person. I don't want
anything happening to her, Sadie.”

"T hear vou. Chief. There's a meeting gomg on
in the squad roonm.” Sadie blurted. "T think 1t's
about Aggie.”



"You think!" Shay boomed.

"If vou hadn't made me come in here, I nught
have tound out more. Do not shout at me
again, Erwin. I want that vearbook, too. Hand it
over."

'"No way. It's safe with me. Do I have to renund
you that I am your superior?”

"God forbid.”

Chief Shay grinned as Sadie clomped her way
out of hiz office and down the hall in her
platform shoes. He loved Sadie Wilkinson, he
really did.

Lizzie marched down the hall. the smell of
bummed cottee teasing her nostrils. She flinched

when she saw the chief’s door opening.

"Good morming, Chief.”" Lizzie said.



"You're early today, Detective Jade."”

Lizzie didn't want to tell hum she hadn't been to
bed yet. "Yeal. I had to take a cab. Car's in the
shop. By the way. it was a nice party, Cluet. I
hope Zack and Millie enjoy their retirement. It
was a really good turnout.”

"Yes, it was. By the way., Holly Azure
transferred back to the department. She's taking
Zack's place.”

Lizzie's nund raced. "That's nice. Gotta sign in,
Cliet."

Shay's mind raced, too. "What's wrong with
your car, Aggie?"

"Don't know. Stalls out all the tume. Could be
all the ram we've been having. I nught even
trade it in. Depends what the problem iz and
how much they want to fix i1t.”



"Car trouble, Acgie.” Detective Jorgenson said,
coming up belund her. "T saw you getting out
of a cab a little while ago."

Aggie nodded as she wrote her name on the
s1gn i board.

"What's the problem. I'm pretty good with cars.
I nught be able to save you some money."

Aggie tlrew her hands m the air. "Where were
you when I needed you, Jorgenzon? You're too
late. It's already mn the shop.”

"Where? I can go get it and work on it?"

'"No. it's okay. A fiiend recommended a good
garage."”

"You gotta watch those guys. Half of them 1un
chop shops. as you well know. They take great
delight m screwing up a cop's car. Tell me



where the shop is. and T'll pick it up on my
lunch hour.”

"Gee. I can't remember the name of the place.
It's out there by the mall somewhere. Thanlks
for the otfer, though. Next time, I'll be sure to
call vou tust. I'm gome, Cluetf. See va,
Jorgenson."

Chief Shay narrowed lus eves as he watched the
vice cop's expression change fiom helptul to
angy. Hiz stomach started to g@ind in
finstration. It was a sad state of affairs when
the only person vou could trust was a seventy-
five-vear-old woman. He wished, the way he'd
wished a lot lately, that he'd gone into the
plumbing business.

At eleven-fifteen, Aggie picked up the ringing
phone. "Detective Jade, property room."”

"Agaie, it's Mrs. Madsen. How are you, dear?”



"T'm just fine, Mrs. Madsen. How are you and
yvour husband?"

"We're out m Seattle visiting our danghter and
we were having a lovely tume till one of our
neighbors called this momme to tell us
someone broke mto our garage last mght and
stole our son's car. Gray wants to head home,
but I don't want to. Can vou look into it,
Aggie?"

Agcgie's stomach started to heave. "Of course I
can. However., you should have your neighbor
call in the report. They'll investigate right away.
I don't get off duty till three o'clock. Do vou
know when 1t happened. Mrs. Madsen?" She
felt like the scum of the earth for what she'd
done. She hoped the end wonld justify the
MEeans.

"We don't know. Sometune thix moming
Nothing else was taken although they did break



the overhead light. The neighbors cleaned it up
and locked up the garage. Why would someone
want Tom's car?"

"T don't know, Mrs. Madsen. Why did you and
your lmsgband want 1t?"

"We were anary. Aggie. Actually, Gray was
livid when they couldn't zolve the murder. He
just. marched down to the lot one day and
demanded the car and had it towed to the
house. It broke my heart to see it so full of
bullet holes. Do you think something was
hidden m the car?"

"Mrs. Madsen. I just don't know. They have me
working m the property room. so there's not
much I can do on departiment time. T can check
it out atter I get off duty."”

"Gray and I would appreciate it. Our neighbor
told us the police did come around a quarter to



five, but all they did was look in the sarage.
When they explamed about the car, the officers
got angry. That's all T know. Melba and Hemry
live directly across the street at 209, I'd like it
if you'd talk to thenw T just wish I knew what
was going on."”

"When are vou coming back, Mris. Madsen?”

"Our daughter wants us to stay till the end of
June. I want to stay, too. Gray 1s all upset now.
Maybe when I tell him you're going to look
into things, he'll feel more comfortable about
staving. I'm tivmng to convince lum to move
here."”

"That would be nice for both of vou. Mrs.
Madsen. Give me vour phone munber, and T'll

call you when I know something.”

"Bless vour heart. child.”



Lizzie broke the commection and tried to call
Natlian Hawl: but was told he was out of the
office and on assigument. She lett her name and
mumber.

Lizzie spent the rest of the morming watching
the clock move slowly toward the noon hour,
when she could take her lunch break. She
needed to call Agoie and the zuls, and she
wanted to talk to Cliuet Shay.

Lizzie almost jumped out of her skin when she
heard footsteps comung down the hall. Her
relief was an older cop who retused to meet her
caze. He mumbled something that was
unmtelligible when Lizzie opened the door to
adnut lum. She'd seen hun at the party but
didn't know his name. He wasn't m any of the
pictures Acgie had given her. She made a big
show of callmg a rental car agency and
ordering a car to be delivered to the precinct
within nunutes. Sometimes being a cop had its



advantages. This was one of those times.

She didn't bother to sav good-bye to the officer
becauge she knew he wouldn't respond. Like
she cared.

Lizzie made her way to the cluef's office and
knocled on the door. She entered when he told
her to.

"Chief, T just need a nunute. Tom Madsen's
mother just called me. She said there was a
break-m at her house lagt mght and someone
stole Tom's car. The DMadsens ae in
Washington state. One of thewr neighbors called
in the thett. Do you have anything on it?"

"Nobody saw or heard a thing. No damage was
done other than a broken lightbulb. Either the
door wasn't locked or it was picked. T saw that
car, Jade. The tires were shot out and tlat. I've
been sitting here asking miyself’ wly someone



would want that shot-up piece of metal so bad
they would steal 1t. They had to drive it or tow
it. I guess you don't know amything about that,
hul, Jade?"

Lizzie shook her head. "Chief, I didn't even
know the elder Madsens had Tom's car. When I
vigited them they didn't say a word about it.
That's two break-ins for them. What do vou
suppose it means?"”

"You tell me, Jade. What's it mean to you?"
"It means someone is looking for something
they think Tom had. It he did have something, I
don't know what 1t 1s. How could I know?"
"The department will handle it. T don't want you
interferg with this investigation, Jade. Are we

clear on that?"

"Crystal. Bye., Chief" The chief a@unted



something that sounded like good-bye.

Outside, a cream-colored Cluvsler Le Baron
waited tor her. After doing the paperwork with
the rental car agent, Lizzie climbed belhund the
wheel, aware of many sets of eves following
her. She admitted to herself that she felt jittery.

Lizzie drove slowly, her gaze going to the
rearview mirror every few seconds as she tried
to figure out if she had a tail or not. She did. an
old. dak @reen Chevy Nova. She needed to call
Aggie. She reached down tor her cell phone and
hit the speed dial. Aggie's voice came over the
wire, a happy-sounding Aggoie. She got iaid.
The thought bronght a smile to Lizzie's face.
She quickly related the past evening's events.
"What should I do, Aggie?"

"God, Lizzie, I can't believe you gave Zack a
heads up. What's goimng on right now may be
the result of that heads up."”



'"No. you're wrong, Ageie. If it wasn't for Zack,
the cars would be fanr game. I think he was
right and was just retiuning the favor. It was no
skin off hiz nose to give me the lugh sign. You
said he was a good cop at one time. I know as
sure as I'm sitting here talking to you that they
were planning on setting me up. I wish vou
could have seen Jorgenzon's face this morming
when he tried to find out which garage your
car's at. There's nothing in the danm cars,
Aggie, %0 1t has to be a setup. They plan on
putting something 7# the cars.”

"Did you rip up the seats, Lizzie?"”

'"No. Nathan zaid they looked just the way they
came firom the tactory. There was nothing
behind or under them. I euess what you're
saying 1s. we should have ripped them apant.
Okay., I can get Nathan to do that before he
goes home from work. Why aren't vyou
complimenting me on the butterflies? That



took some work, let me tell you that. It's all
there, Aggie. Nathan said you were brilliant tor
coming up with that theory."

"Lizzie, vou need to get out of there real quick.
Bundle all that butterfly stuft up, give it to
Nathan, and have him messenger it to Clief
Shay. Make photocopies of every single page
and mail them szomewhere safe. Someplace
only vou know. I don't even want vou to tell
me. Swear on niy lite, Lizzie, that you will do
it. Say the words."”

"Agaie, I need another day or so. I'll do it then.
I can't do it before tomorrow anyway since vou
want me to slred those seats. Two days, Aggie.
Just two days. I can handle it."

"Okay. two days. Lizzie, you do realize, don't
youl, that if this all goes down the way we both
think it will, Nathan will write a Pulitzer-
winning story on it. It's what he lives for. I just



want you to thinlk about that.”

Lizzie sighed. "Aggie. wlry do vou always have
to ram on my parade?”

"Because life 1z not all sunshine and roses,
condos and convertibles. Life i1s real. You've
been living a fantasy life o long vou don't
know what real life is like. I don't want to see
you get lnut."”

Aggie was right. and Lizzie knew it. "Okay, sis.
I'll call you when I can. You got your siyff...
you know. for Plan B?"

”‘_[?ES.”

Lizzie felt like there were twenty pounds of
concrete on her shoulders when she pulled mto
the driveway of Aggoie's house. She eved the
long black lime with a jaundiced eye. She
stumbled and almost fell when she started up



the walkway to the front porch where the girls
were sitting entertaining a guest.

"Mr. Papadopolus!”

"Hello, sweet cheeks. Since Mohanmmed won't
come to the mountain. the mountain hasg come
to Mohammed. How are you?"

Lizzie allowed herself to be hugged. She met
Noreen's eyes over Mi. Pls shoulder. They
looked worrted and anxions.

"Let's go mside. This is lunch hour, and I have
to get back to... I have to leave in"— she
looked at her watch—"" forty nunutes."”

"Where's your sister. sweet cheeks?"
For the first time in her life, Lizzie lied to the

cambler. "In a rehab center.” She opened the
refiigerator door and took out a plate of fited



chicken. "Want a piece?”
'"No thank you.”

Lizzie watched him as she enawed on the
clucken leg she didn't want. He looked exactly
like what he was, a high roller with money to
bum. A fatherly-looking high roller with
money to bum. Custonm-made suit, custom-
made shoes, diamond pinkie ring. Rolex watch.
The nails on lug hands were buffed and
polished. hands that had never done a lick of
work other than to strip the cellophane off
decks of cards. It hardly counted as wortlnvhile
employment. It was  almost  beyvond
comprehension that he was one of the richest
men m Las Vegas. Anthony Papadopolus,
broker to lugh rollers.

He was tammed. his white teeth glistening wlhen
he spoke. "Cozy place.”



"My sister ig the fiugal type. She's not one for a
lot of show. it you know what T mean."

"The dining room i1s perfect. Tomorrow at
eight. I mranged evervthing. I slipped the culs
some bills, and thev're gome to sit on the porch
all night. Great cover, Lizzie. This is so perfect
it bogeles nry nund. You'll be eight m mumber.
I took the liberty of ordering the wine and food.
It will be delivered m the moming. I hope vou
have some fancy duds. You're looking' kind of
like a washerwoman."”

A devil perched itself on Lizzie's shoulders.
She hated it when people told her what to do
and how to do it. She removed her jacket. the
shoulder holster obscene-looking. Papadopolus
stepped back, his eves never leaving the holster
or the butt of the gun. "What the hell..."

Lizzie put her finger to her lips. "Let's go
outside so I can show you niy flower garden. I



know how much vou like to putter in vour
areenhouse.”

The gambler followed at a safe distance. His
eyes were full of questions.

"I'm pretending to be a cop. Mr. P. My sister,
who by the way, is my twin, was involved m a
shoot-out and was almost killed. She 1x m a
private rehab.” Lizzie repeated the lie. "T'm
taking her place. I'm trying to find out what
happened that might. Yes, T know what I'm
domg 1 illegal, but T have to do it. What's so
important about this came anyway?"

"Two new plavers. Beaucoup bucks. One of
them is a shipbuilder, new to Vegas. The other
one 15 a big arms dealer. Don't panic. This 1s
the last gig on your contract. Play 1t out, Lizzie,
make me some money. and we're done. I sense
you're losing vour appetite for high living?”



Lizzie's mind raced. "Tell me what iy
percentage is again. This might be a good time
to discuss a bonus. A hig bonus. Just so yvou
know, Mr. P. We could all end up i the
slanumer if we get cauglit.”

"The boys will be around. Do this for me
Lizzie, and you're set for lite." He whispered in
her ear. He laughed when her eves arew round
and her jaw dropped. "Do we have a deal?"

"Oh veal. Tomorow at eight.” Lizzie bit down
on the chicken leg i her hand. She snuled. "See
ya." she called to lus retreating back.

Alice, released from the laundry room. ran out
to her along with the girls, who all jabbered at
once. "We didn't know what to do, Lizzie. He
drove up. got out, and we couldn't leave. We
were just sitting on the porch dimking coffee.
He gave us a rundown and handed us each a
thousand dollars. We can pull it off, Lizzie. I



know we can."
"God. I hope so0."
"Where did vou get that car, Lizzie?"

Lizzie told them just enough so they wouldn't
worty about her. She knew they would still
worty about her because they were her friends.

"Listen. I know tlus vacation has been a
bummer. I'm going to make it up to you. I can't
let Aggie down. She's depending on me. It's
time I did something worthvwlile m my life tor
a change. I actually want to do this for her and
try to make it right. So. give me a rundown on
the guvs and how it's all gomng I have tfive
nunutes.”

They squealed and jabbered for a full five
nunutes. The Dbottom line was they would
return to Vegas at the end of the week, and the



auys would remam in  Atlanta. Vacation
romances were just that, vacation romances.
Lizzie thought she saw tears m thenr eyes. but
she could have been mistaken.

She dropped to her knees and hugeed Alice,
who lathered her with kisses. "Take care of my
dog. I just need to get some more clothes.
You'll see me when you see me. I will be here
tomorrow evening. Take charge, okay?"

"You got it." Noreen said quietly. "Take care of
yourself, Lizzie" she said. poimting to the
shoulder holster.

"T will." She lmegeed each one of them before
she got her clothes, grabbed her laptop from the
dining room table, and raced out to the rental
car.



She was literally muming down the hall to the
evidence room o she wouldn't be late when
she ran mto Luke Simsz. Tom Madsen plaved
poker one mght a month with Luke and the
other euys. Acgie had said the suys thought
Luke was too dwumnb to cut lum mn on anything.
She wondered if' it was true. Luke was an
honest country boy, round m shape and sincere
in mind.

"Whoa, Aceie. Hold on. This is the fust tune
I've had a chance to talk to you smce you came
back. It's good to see you agam. Is evervthing
okay? How's Gus?"

"Everything is fine, Luke. I'm running late. Gus
is coming along. I'm going to retire lum. The
truth 15, I'm thinking of retiring myselt.”

"That's understandable. T just wanted to tell you
I'm getting married i September. Carol said
ves over the weekend. We thought we'd do 1t



right after Labor Day. I hope you can come to
the wedding."”

He was wallking m step with her. She had no
other choice but to reply. "T'd love to attend
your wedding, Luke. Congratulations." He
looked so young, baby-faced actually. Aggie
sald he wasn't the sharpest pencil mn the box but
he was dedicated to law enforcement.

"T heard this moming that someone stole Tom
Madsen's car. I got s0 mad when I heard that.
Can vou imagine anvone domg something like
that? It's evil."

"Yealh, I heard that. too. Well, gotta get to
work. You on days now or what?"

"Yeal. They keep shifting me around. No one
wants to partner with me. They think because I
look young, criunals won't take me seriously.
You and I are pariahs.”



"Yeah. Look where they stuck me" Acgie
waited for the cop to open the door to the
evidence room. He didn't acknowledge her or
Luke.

"See, that's what I mean.” Luke said. "Evervone
is buzzing about you., Aggie. You need to
watch your back."”

Concern? A warning from this baby-faced cop?
What? "You know what else? Holly Azure is
back. She's taking over Zack's spot. Oh, hey.
wait till vou hear thiz. Zack was supposed to
call m when he hit the Keys this moming, but
he didn't. They wanted to make sure he gcot
there sate and sound with Millie. T heard he
never got on the plane. What do vou make of
that?"

Lizzie felt her hemt start to flutter. She
shiugged. "Mavbe Millie got sick, and they
were delayed or something."”



"Oh, no. He checked out of his motel last night
after the party and left. He didn't go to Florida.
They checked.”

Lizzie busied herself opening her laptop. Was
thix guy tor real or not? "Who is ey, Luke?"”

Luke pulled a face. "Joe Sonders for one. Sadie
for another. Of cowrse, she was more woiried
about Millie than she was about Zack. By the
way, she was looking for vou a little wlule ago.
If vou want my opmion, I thmk there's
something fishy gome on. You talked to Zack
at the party. Did he say anything about changing
his plans?”

Was the euy fislung for mfonmation? Lizzie
couldn't decide. "Not to me, he didn't. He said
he couldn't wait to get there to start fishing. He
said Millie had good davs and bad days. and she
was comng to read and do crossword puzzles
while he fished. He looked to me like a ouy



who couldn't wait for mommg so he could
begin his new life. Gee, I hope everything is
okay."

"Me. too. He always treated me mice. Guess I'll
leave yvou to your woirk. I have crossing guard
duty all week. I'm real glad vou're okay. Agcie.
I mizsed talking to you while you were gone.”

Lizzie looked lum in the eves and made an
instant decision. "Luke, are the guys on the
take? Do you know what they're up to?"

Luke actually looked relieved at the question.
He didn't miss a beat when he said. "Yes, and
no to your questions. No one talks around me.
I pick up stuff here and there. Just be caretul,
okay? I'm not one of them. o vou don't have to
be atraid to talk to me."

"That's nice to know, Luke. Again,
congratulations."”



"Thanks. Aggie. See you around.”
"Yeal. see you around.”

When the door closed belund Luke, Lizzie
yvanked out her cell phone and hit her speed dial
for the second time that day. She asked for
Nathan and was told he was still out on
agsigument and no. he had not picked up lus
messages or called m.

Lizzie went back to her laptop and flexed her
fingers. She watched a vutual blizzard of
numbers bounce across the screen. She smiled.
She'd just taken care of business. Business that
would take care of her for the rest of her life.

Lizzie leaned back on the high-backed stool
and let her mund focus on Mr. Pz game
tomorrow might. Did she have a choice? No.
Mr. P. was one man vou didn't cross. Ever. She
knew she was conung down to the wire when



decisions would have to be made. She propped
her chin on her elbows and stared off mto space.

Just like at lunchtune, eves bored mte Lizzie
when she climbed into the rental car. She sat
quietly for a moment, not because she needed
to meditate but to give her fellow officers
something to worry about. She reached down
and lat the speed dial agam. She spoke slowly
and caretully to the switchboard operator.
"Please have Mr. Hawk call Detective Jade as
soon as he gets this message."”

Now what? She promised the Madsens she
would check out thenr house. How ironic that
she was checking her own burglary. Still, a
pronuse was a promise. Chiet’ Shay would tiy
her ass if he found out she was interferig. And
what did Sadie want to talk to her about? She
shirugeed for the Denefit of anyone watching



before she tumed the key in the igmition.

Lizzie didn't pick up her tail until she was
haltway to the Madsen house. Bin am I even
going there? 1 hove thelr daughter’s plone
mimmber. All I heve to do is head for a pav
phione and meeke the call there. Or, I can risk
using my cell phone. Without thinking, Lizzie
turned at the corner, laughing when she sailed
through just as the light changed. Her tail
would have to wait for the next green light. She
drove fast. making every right tuim she hit until
she wag back out on the boulevard. She
swerved mto the parking lot of a Taco Bell.
drove around to the back, got out. and walked
inte the fast-food joint, where she went
immediately to the rest room. She picked up
the pay phone, dropped in change. and dialed
the munber Mrs. Madsen had given her.

Lizzie was in luck. Mrs. Madsen answered the
phone  She could hear conversation i the



background and a baby wailing at the top of its
lunes.

"Wrs. Madsen. it's Agoie. I want vou to listen
to me very carefully because I only have a
minute. I need your promise that you won't say
anything about what I'm going to tell you."”

"Land sakes, dear, of course vou have my
word."

"T'm the one who broke into your garage. I'm
really soiry about the light. A friend of mine
and I drove the car away. I'm also atraid we
mmed the rims. We thought someone lud
something m Tom's car. Or nune. It's hidden,
and 1t's safe. T'll make sure 1t's retined to you
on a flatbed at some pomt in time. I'm just not
sure when that will be, Mrs. Madsen. We didn't
find a thing. We're going to go over it again.
We're domg the same thing with niy car. I'm
not free to tell you anything right now because



it 1g a police investigation. Liar, fiar, pants on

fire.

"Wrs. Madsen. I don't know if you plamned to
file an msurance clamm or amthing. It you
were, don't. I have to go now."

"Gray and I will do just what you say. Agaie.
Don't worry about us. Take care of yourself,
dear."”

"T will, Mrs. Madsen. I think you should move
there so you can be close to yvour daughter. I
think you'll be happier. Bye."

Demnt, where is Newthem?

It was four o'clock when Lizzie let herself into
Aggie's house. The girls were mn jeans and tee
shirts cleaning up a storm. The vacuum was
whirring. dust rags were tluttering, and pails of
water were everywhere. Tantalizing aromas



wafted from the kitchen to vie with the scent of
lemon furniture polish and the pungent odor of
Pine-Sol.

Alice spotted her, ran to her to be petted before
she ran from fitend to friend to keep tabs on the
cleaning systen. The stereo blasted.

"What are vou doing?" Lizzie shouted.

Noreen climbed down from the ladder. where
she'd been cleaning the crystals on the dining
room chandelier. "We're cleaning the house tor
tomorrow. All you have to do 15 wonry about
what you're gomg to wear. It vou tell us the
address where your bags are stored, we can 2o
pick it up for vou. You need to spakle
tomorrow mght, Lizzie. Mr. P. 1 hoping for
big things. We know vou can deliver. It's the
least we can do: the man did give us each a
thousand bucks. We'll be done m an hour or so.
The kitchen 1s done, o you can set the table.



Have a drink and put your feet up."”

Lizzie nodded as she made her way to the
kitchen. She poured herselt a large glass of
wine and tired up one of the guls’ cigarettes. It
was all happening so fast. She really needed to
talk to Nathan.

She realized suddenly that she didn't have a key
to Nathan's condo. All the records were there.
She also didn't have a key to Artie Bennigan's
house, where thev'd taken the cars. In addition
she didn't even know the name of the person
who was holding her baggage. Aggie's tfriend
Alex had taken care of that. She could call
Aggie and get the phone number and address.
Mavbe the man would deliver them personally.
She should be so lucky.

Lizzie culped at the wine, finished it. and
powred another glass. Fhere are vou, Nethen?



"Lizzie. will you please relax. Pacing isn't
gomg to help the sitnation. Nathan 15 not going
to screw vou over. The man's m love with you.
I'm sure there is a perfectly reasonable
explanation for why he hasn't called you."
Noreen said.

Lizzie plopped down on the top step of the
front porch. It was a beautiful evening. not too
cold and not too warm. A light sweater cloaked
her shoulders. She could feel the heat fiom
Alice's warm body agamst her lee. "I suppose
50."

"Look on the bright side. At least that cuy
brought your luggage over. The house is clean,
and tomorrow you are going to make a tortune.
You have the world by the tail. honey."

'"Noreen, Candy, Honey, would you take all the



info to the chief if vou were me?" Lizzie asked.
Tlree heads bobbed as one.

"Lizzie, we can look up that guy's address m
the phone book. We could all go with vou and
help rip up those seats. It would. of course, be
breaking and entermg. I you want to do i,
we're with you." Noreen said.

Lizzie sipped at the cold coffee in her cup.
"Don't thmlk I haven't thought about that.
There's no point. I'd have a tail on me as soon
as we started out. The one thing I don't want to
give away 1s the location of those two cars.”

Noreen frowned. "Then let us do it. You stay
here. We'll drive around, pretend we're out for
some fun. They aren't going to tail us. We can
do it, Lizzie. Please let usg help vou. Candy, go
inside and see 1if you can find that eny's address
in the phone book. You said you had a street



map, didn't you, Lizzie?"

"It's on the front seat of the car. You know me,
no sense of direction. It's not that far from here.
Shouldn't be that much traffic at this time of
night. The big question is, how are you going
to open the garage?"

Noreen snorted. "Every woman's perfect tool.
A nail file. A good nail file or a pair of
tweezers can open anything. Trust me. T'll take
nry cell phone and call you if we find anything."

Lizzie agreed, but she was nervous. This whole
thing wasn't the slam dunk she'd thought it was
coimg to be. Dannt, witere are vou, Nethan?



Chuapter Fourteen

Lizzie sat on the front steps of Aggie's house.
She had watched as her fitends trooped out to
the rental car dressed seductively i spandex
tube tops, shoit shoits to show off thewr long
showgirl legs, and lugh heels. It was Noreen's
idea to dress provocatively since they were
going to a yuppie community. Just m case they
were gseen, she wanted them to fit mto the
neighborhood. The illusion of sex, she said,
would open many doors that would otherwise
be closed. Lizzie didn't even try to argue with
her.

Where is Nathan? Win hasn't he called?
Childishly, she crossed her fingers that she
hadn't made a mistalce by timsting him.

Alice wiggled closer. How comforting the dog
was. She realized suddenly that she was chilly.
When was it fmally going to warm up?



Probably after she was gone. The thought
bothered her. "C'ome on. baby. let's go inside. I
thinl T'll make some more cotfee.” Alice was
on her feet mstantly, waiting patiently for
Lizzie to stumble to her feet. Tears rolled dovwn
her cheeks. "We're m the tall grass, baby. I can
feel 1t." Alice whimpered as she scooted
tlhrough the door. She barked, a harsh zound. to
remind Lizzie to lock the door. She obliged.

Less than four mules away, Noreen drove the
car up Artie Bennigan's driveway. parked, cut
the 1gmtion, and climbed out, the girls right
behind her. In her hand she had a long stamnless-
steel nail tile and a pan of tweezers. Candy
carried a canvas tool bag.

It was a dark meht with excellent cloud cover.
It would rain by morning. A low-lying fog was
starting to roll down the road. Artie's
neighbors, whoever they were, all appeared to
be safely indoors. Candy and Honey shivered m



the damp air m their skimpy attire as Noreen
dropped to her knees to pick the lock. She had
it open within seconds and was dusting her
hands ag the girls scampered inside. Noreen
immediately lowered the door. She used her
cigarette lighter to find the light switch.

Candy opened the tool bag Lizzie had shoved in
her hands. Inside were pliers. a hanuner, and
four Ginsu knives sharp enough to cut down a
tree. They set to work, quickly and quietly.

"Oh, God! Oh, God! Oh. God!" Noreen wailed.
"Girls. come quick! Look at this!"

"Never mmd that, come see what I found."
Candy cried. "OQuick, call Lizzie. Oh, God,
what should we do? I thought it would be
money. It's not money!”

Noreen climbed out of the car. She reached
into the tool bag to pull out her cell phone. It



took her three tries before she was able to
successtully punch i Lizzie's mumber. Her
voice was squeaky but shrill. "Lizzie, it's dings
in the car! Bags and bags of drugs stuck down
in the gprings of the seats. All the seats m the
car! What should we do? My God. tell us what
to do?"

On the other end of the line, Lizzie's blood ran
cold. Car. That's what Will Fargo had been
trying to say with his last dyving breath. "How. ..
how manry bags, Noreen?"

Noreen looked at her friends. "Lizzie wants to
know how many bags there are.”

"At least 150. They probably weigh two pounds
each. maybe tlree, we can't be sure.” Noreen
said, balancing one of the plastic bags i her
hand.



"Maybe there's more than 150. Lizzieeee!" she
wailed.

"T'm thinking. I'm thinking. Listen, this is what
you do. I saw a box of lawn bags on the shelf
over the laundiy sink when Nathan and I were
there. At least I thunk I did. Pack 1t all up mn the
bags. Back your car up to the door and stick it
in the trunk. Wipe away all your fingerprmts.
When you get here, we'll take 1t somewhere.
Maybe the cliet’s house. I'll have 1t fisured out
by the tune vou get here. Be caretul. Don't
exceed the speed lmut whatever you do. I just
let Alice out. and there's a low fog rolling in.
Be sure to use your fog lights. Hury, Noreen."

Lizzie jumped to her feet and started to pace
the kitchen. Now she'd just mvolved her three
best fitends m a diug deal. Danm. A hundred-
plus bags of cocame. Possibly as many as two
hundred. She squeezed her eves shut as she
tried to calculate the street value. She cave up



because her brain refused to comprehend what
she was trying to figure out.

Aggie. She needed to call Aggie. She looked up
at the clock. It wasn't too late to call. She
looked down at the end of her mdex finger
punching in the numbers. Wien did I chewr the
nedl off? She wondered if she was on the verge
of a nervous breakdown. "Come on. Aggie,
pick up the danm phone." she nuttered. Aty
voice came over the wire saving the party she
was tryving to reach was either out of range or
had the phone twmned off. "Double danm.”
Where were all these people who were
supposed to help her through this mess?

Lizzie's eyes darted to the clock agam. The
girls showld be safely ovwey fiom  Artie
Bemmigean'’s by now. She tlipped open her cell
phone agam and dialed. Candy answered on the
first ring. "Tt's me." Lizzie said. "How heavy are
those bags. and how many do you have?"



"Five, and they are heavy. It takes two of us to
lift one up.” Candy responded.

"All right, listen to me. I want vou to stop at a
convemence store and buy a package of latex
gloves and a box of trash bags. Buy some hair
spray and candy or something o the clerk
won't think anything ot it later on if the police
question lum. Then I want you to go to the
Winn-Iixie supernmarket. The one closest to
here. You shopped there. There's a Salvation
Ammry bin in the far side of the parking lot. It
looks like a Dumpster but there's a sien on it.
Transter the bags into the new bags, but be sure
to wear the gloves. Put the stuft in the bin. I
remember Agoie said they check it every day. I
auess people in Atlanta are generous with their
stuff. Whoever 1z in charge of the bin will call
the police, and it's out of our hands. Or. we can
make an anonymous call owrselves m the
mormimg. Look, just do it, okay. and get back
here as soon as you can. Bring the old bags, the



new ones, and the gloves back here. Be careful,
and stay alert. The cops cruise the parking lots
at night because gangs like to hang out in
parking lots to terrorize late-might shoppers.”

Lizzie was angry now, angrier than she'd ever
been in her entire life. If she ever got her hands
on Nathan Hawk again, she would strangle
him. As long as she had the phone in her hand,
she might as well try lum agam. She did, but
with the same results. She then tried his condo.
Hiz machme came on. She left a blistering
message. She didn't feel one bit better. She tried
Aggie agam and was told the customer she was
calling was either out of range or the phone
was oft.

"This stinks, Alice!” The shepherd raised her
head, then lowered it to her paws when she
realized Lizzie wasn't moving.



Five nules away in a subuwrban subdivision,
Erwin Shay prowled his house, going fiom
room to rooin. He muttered to himselt until his
wife of many yvears stood up. placed her hands
on her hips, and said, "Erwin, either sit down or
go outside. You are making me crazy with vour
pacing. Do yon have gas or something? What
are you muttering? My father used to mutter
betore he had lus nervous breakdown. Are vou
having a nervous breakdown, Erwim? Will vou
please sit down."”

"Something's  bothering me. Ellie. When
something bothers me, I pace. You know that."

"NMost people talk, Erwin. I'm goimng to tuun this
television off even though nmiy tavorite progam
ig on, and I am going to listen to your problem.
It better be good. too. Now, talk. That's an
order.”

Erwin Shay knew that tone. He lowered



himself to his favorite recliner, but he didn't
recline. "T can't put my finger on it. Ellie.
Something happened today that I mussed. I
didn't exactly nuss it. T saw it, whatever it was,
but I didn't act on it. I think it was mmportant.
So much i1z going on, and I'm stretched too
thin. Maybe I'm slipping. I've been racking niy
brain simce I got home. I know it's mmportant.
Don't ask me how I know it's mportant. I just
know it 1s."

"For heaven's sake, Erwin, do what I do. Go
back to your starting pomt and swork forward.
Re-create your day."

The chief groaned. "That means I have to go
back to the otfice.”

"I ouess that's wly von didn't change vour
clothes when vou got home. Good-bye, Erwin.
Don't walke me up when vou get home."”



Erwin leaned over and kissed lus wife's plunip
cheek. She smelled like vanilla. "How'd you get
50 smart?"

"By hanging around vou, that's how. Now, scat,
and let me get back to nmiy progam that's
almost over! I wish we'd had this little talk
while the commercial was on."”

Forty nunutes later. Chief of Detectives Erwin
Shay strode down the hall to lus otfice. The
look on his face bode ill to anyone Dbrave
enough to ask what he was doing in the oftice
at this tmme of might. The second-shaft
detectives sitting at their desks looked at one
another when the door to the chiet's oftice
slanumed shut.

A pall settled over the office as cell phones
were whipped out.

The cluef paced the confines of lus office. He



nuttered. Hell, he should have staved home.
There was more room. He talked to humselt as
he tried to remember the day in its entirety.
He'd been early as always. He had his tall with
Sadie. Then there was coffee and a bagel. He'd
used the men's room. Phone calls, one atter the
other. Tom Madsen's car had been snatched.
Aggie Jade's car was m the garage. Jorgenson
had offered to tix it. He'd asked two or tlree
times the name of the garage. but Aggie hadn't
aiven up the name. Nothing important there.

More phone calls, paperwork. Sadie gumbled
about o many taxes comung through one right
atter the other. He clearly remembered Sadie
tellmg him he needed to look at something.
He'd told her he would but later, because he
had to go to a meeting. Sadie had scowled at
him, saving he was going to be sorry. Sorry for
what? A fax?

Erwim looked at the rat's nest of paperwork on



hig desk. He was not a tidy man, as lus wife
reminded him daily. Sometimes on her less
charitable days she called him a slob. It was
true, so he couldn't complam. He picked up the
phone and barked into it. "Get me Sadie on the
phone. Be nice. She was real cranky today.”

"Did I wake vou. Sadie?"”

"Oh, no. Erwin. me and my cat were just sitting
here waiting tor you to call. YWhy are you
bothering me at home? I don't bother you at
home, do I?"

'"No, vou don't. Look, I'm sorry. Take
tomorrow off. sleep m."

"Why should I do that? Is that vour way of
telling me you're interviewing someone to take

nry place?"

"For God's sake, Sadie, no. I was trving to be



nice. I need to ask you sometlung."”
"Talk louder, Chief?"

"I'm already screaming. Twmn up your hearing
aid and turn down the danm televizion. That cat
of yours is going to go deaf. YWhat was m the
fax you wanted me to see and where 1s it?"

"It's somewhere on that pigsty of a desk of

- I

YOULI'S.

Shay clenched lus teeth. "Just tell me what it
said, Sadie.”

"Anthony Papadopolus, Las Vegas's notorious
cambler, arrived in Atlanta today with assorted
fitends. More triends are expected. That's what
it said."

"The cuy i1g here! Why? Where did it come
from? Who sent 1t?"



"I'm not the police clief, Erwin, you are. I'm
just an old lady you want to tire. Figure it out
yourselt. He certamly is brazen to come here
on vour turf. Yowr fine officers managed to
follow lum. and you'll never guess where he
went, Chief. Then they lost him. That means
he's loose, and there's a big game gomg on
somewhere right under your nose. Can I hang
up now?"

"No. vou caimot hang up now. Where did he
co, Sadie?

"You aren't gomg to like this. Chief. He went
to Agcgie Jade's house. In a big Dblack
limonsine."

Son of a bitch! Sweat broke out on the cluef's
forehiead. "Sadie, are you sure about that?"

"Of course I'm sure. That's all the department
was talking about all day long. I thought



someone told you, and vou were just ignoring
it the way you sometimes ignore things." Sadie
sniped. "Can I hang up now?"

"Yes, you can hang up now."

Erwin pawed tlwough the stacks of paper on his
desk until he found what he was looking tor.
He scratched around vntil he found his reading
glasses. He perched them on his nose and
started to read. YWhen he finished. he mopped at
hig bald head. He wizhed he was a kid again so
he could ov. Hiz stomach chwmng, he
stomped lus way to the door and bellowed,
"Wooney. get in here! You, too, Carpenter!

"See this!" he said. wageing the fax under both
detectives’ noses. "Your sloppy fellow officers
lost this guy and lius euests this atternoon. I
want you to find hun. Don't come back until
you know where he is. Move!"



The chief stomped his way to the door a second
time. "Finley. Gernity, in niy office! T want
Aggie Jade's house staked out, twenty-
four/seven." He looked down at the oversize
watch on lius beefy wrist— 10:15. "Starting
immediately.”

Finley smirked. Gerrity grinned. "Pleasure,
Chief."

Alice tlwew back her head and howled. Lizzie
raced to the door but not before she parted the
sheer curtaing on the tront window. Her sigh
was lond. even to her ears. The cils were
home. She watched as they tripped out of the
car, laughing and motionmg with their hands
for the benefit of any neighbors who nuglt be
watching. They barreled tlwough the deoor the
moment it opened and collapsed on the foyer
floor. All tlwee started to hyperventilate to



Alice's distress. It was ten nunutes past ten.

Lizzie dropped to her knees in light-headed
relief. "Hey. it's okay. You're tine. You did it.
You're back safe and sound. Sit up and take
deep breaths. Did anrvone tollow vou? Did you
see amything suspicious?”

All three women shook their heads as they
strungeled to sit up. Noreen spoke first. "I this
is what life 15 like m the subwrbs. Tl take
Vegas. Lizzie. vou need to give some thought
to vour car bemg all torm up at that quy's house.
We did our best to wipe off our fingerprints. I
sure hope we got them all. You said you told
that cop your car was i the garage. How are
you going to explamn that when it shows up in
Artie Bennigan's garage?"

How indeed. "T'll think of something." Lizzie
mumbled.



"Have you heard firom Nathan?"
"ND 1

"Maybe they sent lhum out of town." Noreen
said. "Or maybe the charge on iz cell phone
wore off. Don't panic, Lizzie."

"Easier said then done. Let's order a couple of
pizzas."

"Sounds good to us. I want to take a shower
and change nry clothes. Here's the stuff)”
Noreen said, pomting to the box of latex gloves
and the trash bags. "How are you going to get
rid of it?"

"T'im gome to cut it up in little pieces and feed
it mto the garbage disposal. God. I don't know
how to thank vou all. T don't know what I
would have done without you."”



As one, they lmgeed her. "That's what friends
are tor, baby." Noreen wlispered. "Hey. a fire
might be good It's pretty raw and damp out
there. Can you burn plastic?”

"T don't know. I never tried. Mavbe a little bit.
Go on. I'll order the pizza."

Lizzie ordered two pizzas with the works and
two six-packs of Bud Lite. Wlule she waited
for the delivery. she went mto the laundry
room. where there were no wimndows, and
proceeded to cut up the latex gloves, the box
they were packed m. and the trash bags. She had
a neat pile when she was finished. Outside on
the small back porch. she raided the last of the
wood from the woodbox. Within minutes, she
had a nice blaze going. She hoped she wounld
remember to open the trapdoor on the tloor of
the tieplace in the moming to dispose of the
ashes. She fed the tire. a little at a tune. She
watched as the latex and the strips from the



trash bags curled into a hot mass. She jabbed at
it with the poker.

When the cirls came down the steps. she
pomted to the pile of plastic. "Feed it a little at
a time m the disposal. Cut up some of the
celery or maybe some potatoes to help it o
down faster. It it doesn't work, bring the rest n
here and we'll bwun it. T hear a car. Keep poking
at it. I gotta pay the pizza guy.”

The delivery boy was the same one who had
delivered to her before. He was wearing a wide
arin when she opened the door. "Two pies, two
six-packs. Fitty-tive bucks. Lady, m case you
don't know it there are two @uys., two houses
down, who are watching your house. I can
simell a cop a mile away. I saw one of them
walking away from yvour house when I tuned
the corner. He got in the car. I cucled the block
pretendme I was lost.”



Lizzie's stomach started to clnun. She struggled
for nonchalance. "No kidding. Well. they'll be
bored watching me." She paid him and tipped
him twenty bucks. "Thanks for the info."”

"Amytime."”

"Hey girls. the cops are staking out the house,
You made it back just m time. You didn't see a
parked car out there when vou got home, did
you?"

"Nope. No cars were parked on the street.”
"That's the last of it. Tt all went down the drain,
Lizzie. How are you doing?" Noreen called
firom the kitchen.

"T'm done, too. I just want to wash niry hands."

"Wy are thev staking you out, Lizzie?"



"T think they nught be getting ready to arrest me
on some trumped-up charge. Cops have to be
really caretul when they arest another cop.
They stake you out for a few days, sometimes
weeks, getting thewr ducks in a row. and then
bam! If they don't already have a warrant,
theyre asking for one as we speak. With a
warrant, they can bust in here anyvtime they feel
like it. That's when they read you vour rights
and you get to call a lawyer. Come on. let's eat
these pies before they get cold. By the way, I
forgot to tell you, my day off is tomorow.
How lucky can one person be?"

When the girls trooped up the steps after
nudnight, Lizzie opened the back door to let
Alice out one last tume. Alice looked at the
swirling fog in the vard and retused to budge.
Lizzie slnugged ag she closed and locked the
door. "Guess it's papers by the back door for



you tomght."”

Lizzie knew she wasn't gomg to be able to
sleep. #0 she tumed the television low and
curled up in Agcgie's oversize chaw, Alice half
on and half off her lap.

If she had one wish right this moment. it wonld
be to turmn the clock back i tune. Things were
different now. Baclk in Vegas. she didn't have a
care i the world. She lived high, partied hard,
performed her job, and banked her money. And,
it was all legal.

Evervthing she'd done smce coming here was
illegal. She didn't need a lawver to tell her they
could arrest her. There would be no bail for her
because she'd pose a flight risk. She'd be old
and eray when she got out of jail. Aggie, too.
Add the fact that she'd fallen in love to the nux.
and she was down for the count.



Wefl, bv God, that isn't going to happen. Not
if I can hefp it. She wiped at her wet eyes just
as the doorbell rang. Alice sat up. her ears
straighter than arrows. Lizzie put her finger to
her lips to motion tor silence on the shepherd's
part. She slipped otf the chair and went to the
door where she slid the little door aside over
the peephole. She tully expected to see one of
the cops staling out the house. "Nathan!" She
opened the door.

When she looked up at hum she felt the same
heart-stopping emotion she'd felt when Billy
Summers gave her her first kiss Delund the
bleachers at the stadium at the age of sixteen.
She wag about to throw her arms around him
until she looked m his eyes. She backed up a
step, motiomng him to enter the room. "Tsn't it
a little late for a visit?" was all she could think
of to say. "Where were you all day. Nathan? I
tried calling you at least twenty times."



"I work, Lizzie. T was on assignment. T did try
calling you. but no one answers the phone m
thig house. I didn't want to call you at the
station. Then the battery on niy cell phone went
out. Aren't you gomng to ask me what my
assigunent was? By the way, there are a couple
of suys parked outside. They look like cops to
me."

Lizzie blinked. Wy was lis voice so cold. so
controlled? YWhy was he looking at her like she
was a cruminal? "It's kind of late for auessing
games, Nathan. I assume vou came here for a
reason. Let's hear i1t."

"My assigunent was gomg to the anport to
meet Mr. Anthony Papadopolus of Las Vegas,
Nevada. The paper wanted an mterview. M.
Papadopolus  didn't want to give me an
intervievy, o I had to dog lum all day. He
checked mnto the Ritz-Carlton in Buckhead
with hig entourage. Then guess where he went.



Right here to this house, Lizzie. where he sat
on the porch with your triends. Then you came
home, he hugged you, and vou went mside. I
didn't get the interview. Iz there anything you
want to tell me, Lizzie?"

"Actually, Nathan, there are a few things I want
to tell you. I'd like you to go home and bring
back all the files we worked on. I've decided to
tun it all over to the chief in the moming. In
addition, I spoke to Aggoie, and she said we
screwed up. She said we should rip the seats
apart in Tom's car, and hers as well, which we
did. We tound close to two hundred. ves,
Nathan. two Inindred. two-pound bags of either
heroin or cocaine. We deposited it m the
Salvation Ay bin at the supenmarket parking
lot. Someone will turn 1t i to the police mn the
moring. At least I hope they will. Youn nught
want to think about getting those cars out of
vour friend's  garage  somehow.  Like
immediately.”



Nathan looked like he'd been hit hard on the
side of the head as he struggled to absorb
evervthing Lizzie szaid to him. "What did he
want, Lizzie? YWhy did he need to take over the
whole eighteenth tloor of the Ritz?"

"Get real. Nathan. how could I possibly know
that? You must have a profile on hin. He owns
the Barb Wire chain of restaurants. T think there
are twenty-two of them. with two here in
Atlanta. I would agsume he's checking on them.
He does that trom tine to time. He stopped by
to say hello. I work for hum, Nathan. He gives
me health benefits and a 401k. T have a contract
that says it's all legal and aboveboard.”

"In Nevada. Not here.”

"So? Stop beating around the bush, Nathan. If
you have something to say. say it. I need those
files tonight."”



"Lizzie, listen to me. We have it on good
authority that your pal. your employer. runs
gambling dens everywhere he has those
restaurants. My ass, the guy i1s checking on lis
steak houses. Theyre a front for lius other
activities. The feds are on to hinm. You set up a
came with this guy, and you go down with hin
It's just what they're waiting tor. They're just
waiting to pounce on him. It they pounce on
him, they'll pounce on you. Why do you think
those guys are staling out this house? Do vou
know what racketeering is, Lizzie?"

"Of course I know what it is. I live in Vegas,
remember.” They were closing in on her, and
she knew it. Her heart started to race. "Did you
drive here m the Beemer, Nathan?"

Nathan looked at her with such disgust, Lizzie
cringed. "T dropped it oftf and picked up niy
own car earlier today. Tell me what you're
going to do. Lizzie."



She didn't mean to snipe at hum., but she did it
aryway. "Are vyou worrted about  your
Pulitzer?"

Nathan ienored the gibe. "I'm womried about
vor. Us." She wanted to tell lum there was no
us. Instead she bit down on her tongue.

"Please, Nathan. trust me. Just go home and
bring back the files. There's enough there tor
the cluet to fise out the rest. I have to make
copies. One set for you. one for the
conmussioner, one for me, and a set for my
attomey. It's late. so I would appreciate it if
yvou'd go get those files now. By tomorrow, it
will be too late. Then vou have to get those
cars out of your fitend's garage, and I can't help
you. Wear gloves. okay?"

"Can we tallk when I get back? Really tall."

"We'll see. Nathan. Please lnury."



"It's goimg to take me a wlile, Lizzie The fog
is pretty bad. It's like soup out there. At least an
howr and a half. T can make the copies it vou
want." Lizzie nodded.

He looked like he wanted to kiss her. She
wanted lum to. but instead. he twned around
and left. the door closing sotily belund ham.
Lizzie ran to the window and looked out. He
was right, it was like soup out there.

Lizzie debated all of five seconds before she
chamged trom her slippers to her numing shoes.
"Stay, Alice."”

Lizzie let herself out the back door. crossed the
vard, and climbed the slippery fence. Clunbing
was easier than messing with the locked gate.
She peered mto the gloom as she tried to get
her bearmgs. She was less than a nule, possibly
a halt nule trom the Ritz-Carlton, which was
on Peachtree Road N.E. Her eves to the



around, she was able to tell where she was
gomge. She hutted her way up the incline twenty
nmunutes later to the drive. A doorman held the
door for her. Inside, she waited till her
breathing retumed to normal betore she headed
for the elevator. She pressed 16 Defore she
leaned back agamst the Drass railing. YWhen the
elevator came to a stop. she got out to head for
the EXIT sign and walked up two tlights to the
eighteenth floor.

Lizzie stepped out into the hallway and was
immediately surrounded by four men. They
recognized her. "T need to see Ni. P. night
away. Tell him it's vrgent." One of the men
sprinted to the end of the hall. He let humself
into the suite. The door opened. and he
motioned with his hand for the men to escort
her back to the roon.

Inside, Lizzie took a deep breath. "I need to talk
to vou m private, Mr. P." She felt pleased to see



the alarm on the gambler's face. That meant he
would take whatever she said seriously. She
wondered what her own face looked like.
Papadopolus led her to the bedroom. where she
started to talk. Her words ran together mn her
anxiety but the man standing across from her
had no trouble understanding everything she
said. "Will vou do it, Mr. P.2"

"For you. sweet cheeks, anything you ask. I
appreciate vour coming here. I'll make the calls
now. I have a coded mobile, so don't look so
wolried. I can take it from here. You got
enough money. kid?" Lizzie nodded. "What
about vour sister?” Lizzie nodded agam. "Okay.
You ever need anything, you know who to call.”

Lizzie bit down on her lip as she nodded.
"Look at me. kid. When it comes to vou, I'm all

tall. T never wonld have... if T ever had a
daughter. I'd want her to be just like you. Go



on, get out of here. You're wasting time."

Lizzie turmed at the door and ran back to give
the cambler a hug. "Thanks, Mr. P. Take care.”

Forty-five nunutes later. Lizzie was back in the
house with no one the wiser. She spent the next
halt’ howr changimng her clothes, packing her
backpack, and writing notes to the girls. Her
eyes kept gomg to her watch and then to the
clock over the refiigerator. Every few seconds
she swiped at the tears forming m her eves.
"Come on, Nathan, come on she muttered
over and over.

At five nunutes to three, she hauled out her cell
phone and dialed her sister's mumnmber. Aggie
picked up on the third ring. her voice sleepy.
"Now, Aggle. I'll call you m an hour. Take Gus
with yvou."”

Lizzie popped a bottle of Diet Pepsi. When she



looked up. Nathan was standing m the
doorway. "Evervtlung's m the living room. I
kept miy copy. This one i1s for vou. Smce I'm
stiich a neat freak. T bundled it all up tor you.
All you have to do is write a note and tape the
box shut. I'm gomg to get rid of the cars, then
I'm going home, Lizzie. T need some sleep. T'll
be back m the moming, and you and I are going
to talk. I want to leave you with something to
think about. I'm gomng to want vour answer
when I get back. Will you marry me. Lizzie?
I'm not going to kiss vou. because if I do. T'll
never leave.”

Tears rolled down Lizzie's cheeks as she
watched hum walk away. "Bye. Nathan" she
wluspered. "Have a good life.”

Lizzie sat down at the table. one eve on the
clock, ag she pemed oft two more notes. One
for the box m the living roon, a box she didn't
even want to see. And another note to the girls,



explaming what they should do. She propped
them on the counter next to the cotfeepot. She
janumed her copy of the tile into her backpack.

"Olkay. Alice, time to go." She choked on a sob
as she tastened the leash onto the shepherd's
collar. She reached for the key to the baclgrard
gate betore she closed the door belund her. She
quietly opened the gate, then closed it just as
quietly. She led the dog through the neighbors'
yards until she reached the comer. She walked
two more blocks until she saw the car waiting
for her. She opened the door and climbed .
She started to cry. gut-wrenching sobs,

The driver spoke over his shoulder. "Don't ary.
Lizzie, Mr. P. will make it all come out rigt.
That was a nice thing yvou did tor the boss,
giving him a heads up like that. Too bad all
those people out there don't know what a kind,
generous man he 1z, He Dbuilds hospitals,
schools, funds medical research all over the



world. He builds parks for kids, makes sure
kids with dizabilities get what they need. He
feeds the homeless and 1z one of the biggest
contributors to battered women's causes. He's
big on ammmal rights and sends money to
clirches and poor countries. No one knows
about all that. They just want to haul hig ass to
jail because he's a lucky man. He does have
legitimate busmesses, as you know."

Lizzie continied to sob. "Why do yvou think I
gave lum the heads up? He can't make this right
for me, Manny. Will the Gulfstream be able to
take ott i this fog?"

"The fog is starting to lift. The answer is yes.
Mr. P. said to tell you yowr sister will be three
howrs behind vou. He had to get the other
Gultstream to Pittsburgh, and you said she had
a two-hour diive to the anport. It's all taken
care of. Lizzie."



Lizzie cried harder. Alice curled agamst her.

Her eves red-rimmed. her voice hoarse from
crving, Lizzie stepped out of the Lincoln Town
Car when they reached Hartzdale International
Aurport. Her backpack was secure, her hold on
Alice's leash fierce. Her throat started to bumn
all over again when Mamny, Mr. P.'s personal
bodvauard, gave her a Dbone-crushing lng.
"You take care of vourself, Lizzie. You ever
need anyvthing, anything at all, you call. You
know how to do that. Mr. P. said to give you
thiz. It's a coded mobile phone. No one can
ever trace thiz. He got it from some guy at
Interpol. Your chariot awaits, ny lady."”

Lizzie looked across the awstrip at the sleek
Gultstream in the vellow light. The steps were
down. the captam and crew waiting for her. A
sob hooked itselt’ in her throat as she led Alice
across the taimac,



Plan B was i effect.

Lizzie tumed once and waved. Manny waved
back. She knew he had hig orders. Stay with her
till she was safely airbome.

"Have a good life, Lizzie Jade!" Mamy called.

Lizzie was crving so hard, the captamn had to
lead her up the steps. He helped her buckle in,
made sure the seat belt next to her hamessed
the dog. The pilot snapped oft a salute,
wondering who lug mimportant passenger was.
Papadopolus said he wonld be mtormed of lus
final destination once he was airtbome. For
now, lis flight plan said he was flymg to
Boston.

Gerald Sweeney taxied out to the runway,
where he waited for clearance. Special
clearance, to take off at this early howr. The
Gulfstream was first in line for takeoft and was



airborne m less than five minutes,

The stewardess informed lum the dog was
sleeping, and his important passenger was still
CIYING.

Aggie Jade flipped on the wmdslueld wipers,
wondering why they weren't working. She
needed them on her eyes. not the windslueld.
She swiped at her tace with the sleeve of her
shirt.

Plan B.

She cried harder. Gus stretched his long body
across the console to put lus head in her lap.
"Tt's just you and me. big guy." she liccupped.

Two hours and ten minutes later, Agoie drove
as close to the tanmac as she could. She had her



instiuctions. Get out of her car. keep the dog at
her side, and she would be taken aboard an
aircraft. She did as she was told. A man who
could have passed for a Wall Street banker
approached her. "Miss Jade?"

”T[?ES.”

"Follow me, please.”

"Okay, but wait a moment. Can vou take tlis
car back to the farm tor my friend?"

"Absolutely.”
"Do you need imstructions?”
'"No. We have it covered. Hurry."

Acgie swiped at her tear-stamed face again. "I
auess I should thank you."



'"Not a problem. Miss Jade. Your sister will be
waiting for you when you arrive. Don't worry
about anything."

"Wait a minute. Just one second.”" Aggie
fiumbled in the pocket of her jeans and pulled
out a wilted mass. "T want to give yon this,” she
said. tears streaming down her cheeks. "t's an
organic carrot. Well, it would have been an
organic carrot it it had been allowed to arow.
Please don't throw it away."

"No. ma'am. I'll put it in a glass of water.
Theyre waiting. Miss Jade." Aggie ran up the
steps to the Gultstream. Gus at her side. She
didn't loolk back.

"T'm sony. Alex. I hope you have a good life.”
she whispered into the fur of Gus's neck. She
cried so hard she fell asleep.



Chuapter Fifteen

Noreen Farrell woke with a start. She sat up.,
then flopped back down. She nmst have had a
bad dream. She could see that it was almost
light out. She might as well get up and make
some cotfee.

Tying the sash of her robe az she went
downstairs, she realized how quiet the house
was. Exceptionally quiet for some reason. A
chill washed over her. She wondered it she
should wake the girls. Mavbe atter she had her
first cup of cottee and the first cigarette of the
day. It wag tune to go home, it really was. She
sighed.

Noreen saw the box on the coffee table. It
hadn't been there last mght. She walked over to
it, saw the note, and read it. She blinked. once,
twice, as she abszorbed the contentz. Then she
raced Dback upstairs, her wvoice shrill and



incoherent.

The girls bounded out of bed. "Is the house on
fire?" Candy asked lhivsterically.

"Worse. Quick. come downstairs. We have
things to do. I'll make the coftee.”

In the kitchen. Noreen picked up the two notes
from the counter, looked at the key next to the
cotfeepot. She started to oy as she handed the
notes to the airls. then tilled the cotfeepot. The
women remained silent until Noreen poured
the coftee.

"We have a busy day. Fust we pack. Then we
2o to the police station to drop off the box. We
have to return Lizzie's rental car., close up tlus
house. That means we tiun off the water. the
circuit breakers. clean out the fiidge, take out
the trash, close all the blinds, and walk away.
We rent a car for ourselves and we drive to



Vegas as soon we're done with evervthing. On
the way out of town we stop at one of those
storage places and take the stutl out of there
and put it m the trunk. Lizzie said 1it's for us,
whatever 1t 1z, That's the reason we have to
drive back to Vegas. I guess she wants usg to
have some kind of memento of thiz trip. We
don't know anything if anvone asks us
questions. We were just guests. The card came
is canceled, and we each get to keep the
thousand bucks." Her voice was breathless with
her monologue.

"Where do vou think she went. Noreen?”
Honey asked teartially.

"T don't know, but wherever it 1s. I hope it's far
away and sate.”

"Do vou tlunk Nathan knows. or mavbe he
went with her." Honey said.



"No. Lizzie travels light. Remember. if anvone
questions ug, she's Agoie. We don't know a
Lizzie Jade. Let's get all owr cryving done now
betore we put on our makeup.” Noreen handed
out paper napkins. They blew gustily, then
wiped at then eves. "Okay. that's out of the
way. Now, we take care of business."”

It was eight o'clock. the girls showered and
dressed. Thewr bags were packed and sitting by
the front door, the box gomg to the police
station piled on top. It took them another
twenty nunutes to tun off the breakers, the
water, and empty the refrigerator. Candy took
the trash out to the can and dragged it to the
street.

Noreen pocketed the key to the self storage
unit. "We aren't coming back here, so let's do a
final check. Candy. vou take the upstairs.
Honey, do the front reom."”



They were just about to close the tunk of the
rental car when Nathan Hawk pulled mto the
driveway. The fog was almost gone, giving all
of them a clear view of the parked car two
doors down."

"Where are vou ladies gomg?” Nathan
demanded.

"Home. Back to Vegas. We're diiving.” Noreen
lowered her voice. "Lizzie 1sn't here, Nathan,
We just closed up the house on her orders. It
you want to check. here's the key." She handed
over the brass key that opened all the locks on
the doors.

"Where did she go? What do you mean you
closed up the house on her orders?"”

"We don't know where she went. When we
woke up. she was gone. She left a note telling
us what to do. and were domng it. She 1sn't



conung back. Nathan."”

The reporter looked so devastated. the girls
circled him with their arms. They could feel the
shudders that racked lus body. Noreen broke
away first. "It was nice to meet you. Nathan.
We enjoved spending time with yvour friends. It
you ever come to Vegas, give us a call, and
we'll return the hospitality.”

Nathan stepped aside, a blank look on his face.

He was still standing there staring at Aggie's
house when the two officers in the wunarked
car approached lum. "What's up. Hawk?" an
officer named Stevens asked. "Man. vou look
like you've been to hell and back. You okay?"

To hell and back sunumed it up pretty well. It
had talken lim tlree hours to move both cars to
an old quarry on the Georgia border. He'd
gambled that Madsen's car would make the trip



riding on the rmms, and 1t had. Before he'd
pushed it over the edge into sixty teet of water,
he'd removed his ten-speed bike, ridden it back
to Bennigan's house, and done the same thing
with Aggie's car. When he finally retuned to
his condo, it was all he could do to take a
shower and dimk a cup of coftee. Yep. to hell
and back summed 1t up just perfectly. And now

this.

Nathan cleared his tlwoat. He sounded like a
frog in distress when he said, "T'm fine. Why are
you staking out Aggie's house? Don't tell me
you aren't either. I'm a reporter. and I have a
nose for stuff like this. She's gone. See for
yvourself)" he said, tossing the cop the key
Noreen had handed hin.

"Where'd she go, Hawk?"

Nathan shoolk hig head. "T don't know. T wish I
did."



The second cop from the vnmarked car
appeared. "Don't I know you?"

Nathan looked at the young cop. He knew him
from somewhere. He was just too danm tired
to try to ficure out where. "I don't know. Do
you?"

"Yealh, yeah. I know you. Your name is...
dammn, just give me a minute. Yeah. yveal. that
restaurant, what's it called? Bennmigan's. Your
name i¢ the same as the restaurant. I remember
thinking that at the time. You're that guy who
was making all the noise the other might. The
one with the Beemer you said was always m
the shop."”

Nathan's msides started to roil. He wished he
wasn't €0 tied. "I think vou mumst have me
nuxed up with zomeone else. On what the
paper pays me, there's no way I can afford a
BMW. Yowr partner went inte the house.



Would vou please tell him to Inury up. I need
the key back. I have to get to work."

Jolm Stevens loped down the front steps. "She's
gone. Evervthing is locked up tight. The cliet
isn't gomng to like this. Not one little bit. YWhere
you going, Hawk?"

"To work. I'd like the key back."”

"It doesn't work that way. It's evidence now. I
wouldn't leave town it T were vou, i, Hawl."

"Kiss miy ass. Stevens.”" Nathan said, wallking
away. Another time when he wasn't so
phivsically and mentally beat, he would have
stood his around with the cop.

In lig Intrepid. Nathan twned on the radio the
moment the engine twnmed over. He tried to
look mto his future, but all he could see were
lonely days. and there was no bright, vivacious,



smart-alecky Lizzie in any of those days. The
Iy i his throat was so big he could barely
swallow. Lizzie Jade, the love of lus lite, was
lost to him.

Noreen parked the car in visitor parking at the
precinct. She climbed out and reached nto the
backseat for the box Lizzie had lett tor Cluef
Shay. She carried it mside, where she walked
up to the desk sergeant and waited to be
recognized. "Officer, Detective Jade asked me
to deliver tlug package to Cluet Shay
personally. She said there's a letter inside that
will explam the contents to the chiet. Will you
see that he gets it?"

"T'll do that. And your name?"

"Courtney Love, Officer."” Noreen watched as
the sergeant wrote the name dovwn without



batting an eye. "Have a nice day, Otticer."”

Back in the car, Noreen said, "Okay. we're
outta here. The car rental agency 1z four blocks
east. I thunk it's called Enterprize Rentals. We
pay for it in cash. and we rent another car.”

An howur later they climbed out of thenr newly
rented Lincoln Town Car to fit the key into
storage b nunber 11. Candy popped the trunk.

"T hope whatever we're supposed to take isn't
too big. Our bags are taking up all the space as
it is," Honey said, her voice worried.

"Get m here and close the door. Noreen
hissed. "Take a look at what's in these bags.
Look i both of them. Then do what I'm doing,
sit dowwi, put yvour head between yowr knees.
We're all hyperventilating. I've never seen so
much money, not even in Vegas!" Noreen
wlugpered. Her eyes were wide with shock.



"Lizzie said we were supposed to take it and
have a good life. That's why she wanted us to
drive back to Vegas. I'm gomg to cy. With
evervthing going on in her life, with her sister,
with Mr. P.. with those shitty cops threatening
her, she thought about us. She wants us to put
it in the Caymans, ad she'll manage it from
wherever she 1. T aness she knows how to do
stuff like that. Lizzie said people died for this
maoney, and she wants to know that it's going to
good people who had nothing to do with what
went on. She said if it was turned m. some
crooked person would find a way to steal it.
She said we shouldn't give it a second thought.
There iz one thing we have to do. Lizzie said
we were to take a hundred thousand dollars and
send a casluer's check to the Madsens. She
wrote down the addiress.” Her extended
monelogue finished, Noreen felt the air rush
out of her lungs. She struggled to take a long,
deep breat.



"That's cood enough for me. If Lizzie said
that's what we should do. then that's what we're
gomg to do." Candy said smartly. "I say we just
substitute our bags for these and get the hell
out of here."”

"T agree." Noreen and Honey said in unison.

The transfer of bags took less than ten muinutes.
They made one last stop before they headed tor
the mterstate. They stopped at the office of the
security it and paid for the locker for three
full vears. They paid in cash. Noreen stuck the
receipt m her wallet.

"All right. girls. we're gomg homet"

Cluef Erwin Shay leaned back m lus swivel
chaw. It was not going to be a good day. He
could teel it mn lus bones. He buzzed Sadie and



told her to get the conmussioner and the mavor
on the phone.

"T'll do that. but I think you should come out
here right now. Erwm. Captamn Ramos fiom
the Salvation Army 1s here to see vou. You
better put rubber bands on vour socks, Chiet,
because he's going to blow them off."”

"Send him in, Sadie. Now! Cut the chitchat and
get the conmussioner and mavor on the phone.
While you're at it, get that reporter. Nathan
Hawlk here, too."”

The two men shook hands. The cluef's eves
were tull of questions. "I'm not here for a
donation. Actually, Chief, I have something for
you." Shay watched as the man opened a small
agrocery bag and took out a plastic bag filled
with what looked like white powder. "There
were 194 of these in one of our containers this
moring. They weren't there vesterday, so



somecne put them in there durme the night.
One of niy people has 1t all boxed up n our
van. Who 1z going to take possession of it? I
also want a receipt. And. I'd like the papers to
know that we did bring it here. It will be good
for our mage and yvours as well. I'd like 1t it
youl would say something, Chiet Shay. Your
silence 18 making me nervous."”

"Where is your van now, Captain Ramos?" His
voice sounded desperate. The cluef took a deep
breath and exhaled slowly.

"Right m front. in reserved parking. Tluee of
niy best people are guarding it. T want witnesses
when we tuin it over." Captain Ramos said.

"T understand.” Shay wondered when lus head
was going to pop off his neck. He reached into
his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of
aspirin. He swallowed four with a gulp of cold
coffee.



And then all hell broke loose.

Four officers, two from the meht shift. and the
two trom the mormmeg shift, were demanding
an audience with the cluet. They were all
talking at once. Shay tried to listen but gave up.
YWhat he got out of the heated conversation was
that Detective Agnes Jade had flown the coop.
The day slutt was blamumnge the mght shift. who
said no one but Nathan Hawl and the pizza
deliveryiman had Deen amywhere near Jade's
house. Nor had Detective Jade lett the premises.

"Then where the hell is she?" Shay thundered.
The silence was deafening.

...b. .b 1 VLR - 1 -
"The commuissioner 15 on line two, Chief”
Sadie called.

"Tell him Tl call him back” the chief
thundered.



"The mavor's on line one, Cluef)” Sadie
shouted a second time.

"Tell i I'll call lum back. too” the chief
thundered a second time. "I want to see Nathan
Hawlk. Put out an all-points on lum it he
doesn't come i willingly." the chief thundered
a third time. He stomped back into his oftice
and slanuned the door so hard the blinds rattled.

Erwin Shay sat down on lus chair, pushed it
away trom the desk on its well-oiled rollers.
He felt like he was twisting and tuming in a
wind that was approaching gale-force
proportions. A timid knock on the door made
him flinch. He didn't want to talk to anyone. He
wanted to #ink. He watched as the handle of
the door moved. No one but Sadie had the
audacity to enter the cluef’s office ummnvited.
"A package just came for you, Chiet. It's from
Detective Jade." Sadie pomted to a clean corner
of the cluet's desk. The desk clerk set it down



with a thunp. then scuttled out of the room
before the chiet could bellow at him.

"What the hell 1s this, Sadie?”

Sadie kicked the door slmt with one of her
platform shoes. "T'm not a mind reader, Erwin.
It's from Aggie. It doesn't have a red bow on i,
so that leads me to believe it's not a gift. Tt's got
at least two nules of tape on it. o that leads me
to believe she didn't want anyone but vou
opening 1t or tampering with it. The message
said it was to Dbe hand-delivered to ¥you
personally. If you want to know what's m it,
you're going to have to open it." Sadie snapped.

"You're supposed to sort through nmiy mail,
Sadie, and weed out the crap.” Shay looked at
the box, knowing he was going to hate the
contents.

"Tt 1s1't mail, Erwm. It was a special delivery by



some woman. For vour eves only. T'll watch
when you open it. By the way. Captain Ramos
is having breaktast m the cafeteria. I gave him a
clut to use. What are you gomg to do about
that, Erwm? You camot blow off' the
commussioner and the mavor. Now you are
cgoing to have to make nice. Open the danm
box, Erwin.” Sadie ordered.

Chief of Detectives Shay rubbed at his temples.
Hisz voice was a bare wlisper when he said.
"T'm atiaid to open it. Sadie. T think what's
inside this box 1x my worst mightinare come to
life. T don't give a danm what anyone says,
Aggie Jade was a hell of a cop. The best.”

"Wy are you using the past tense, Erwin?"

"Because she's gone. You know why she's
cone, Sadie? She's gone because she's smart.
She knew... knows... oh, hell. here goes
nothing." The clhiet pulled out his pocketknite



and worked tlhrongh the vards and vards of
sticky tape. "Let's just hope there's a letter mn
here."

Sadie pulled back the flaps of the huge box.
She blinked at the contents. "Butterfly books!
Her gun and shield are m here, too. And the
dog's shield. I feel like crving There's your
letter! Read it. Erwin!"

"I'm reading it, Sadie. Stop flapping your
cums." Shay's hands started to shake when he
sat down. Sadie snatched the letter out of lus
hands and read 1t. Her hands started to shake.
too. She laid the letter on the desk.

"What do vou want me to do. Erwm?" Her
voice was soft and gentle, the kind of voice a
doting grandmother would use when putting
her favorite grandchild to bed.

"Cluist, Sadie. I don't lknow. I've never had



arything like this happen on niy watch. Call the
commussioner and the mavor. Tell them to
come here as soon as they can. Tell them it's an
emergency. If Hawk shows up. brmg lam right
in. I'm going to put hig ass m a sling the minute
I get hold of hum. Keep Ramos happy until the
conmussioner gets here. Not a word of this to
anyone, Sadie."

Erwin Shay mopped at his bald head. He could
feel perspuation dripping down lug anms. He
sat. down and reached for the letter. He wished
he was a kid again 20 he could bawl his head
off.

Decr Chief Shay,
I'm really sorrv it's come to the point
where I heve to write tHhis and vou heove

to read it. Life sometimes just isi't foir.

Tom Medsen was not o dirty cop. Nor



am I dirty cop. I just ywamt vou to know
that fiom the git-go. I can prove it, Chief
I know vou told me not to get inmvohed,
bet I had to. Idid it on nv own time. 1
ke inopne gut Tom and I were sef up
thet night. I ras supposed to be kifled,
too, along with mv dog. That is o hard
thing to Iive with. It isn't something I'f
soon get over. IdD cleared me, so vou
know I'm clean. Those guvs don't miss o
Irick.

All the proof von need is inside this box.
Just go page by page in each book and
vou'ti see the proof Unforttmately, 1
cicht't herve time to do each officer in the
department. I'm sure vour can find people
who will finishr the job. The code is
simple once vou know what vou're
looking for. Will Fargo kept records. 1
went  to  his  Drother’s  howuse  in
Weashington after Wil died. The brothers



got scared, and thev're long gone. They
knew nothing, but thev're scared just the
wery the Medsens are scared. I'm tie one
who broke into the Madsens’ ouse and
took Tom's car. Buried inside the seats
were close to two [mmdred bagzs of
cocaine. It was in my car, too. I took it
all to the Salvation Armmv bin ond
dropped it off I also got rid of both cars.
I knonre o it vweorks, Cliief, 't erwlistle-
blower, and thev'{i come afier me,

No one helped me, Chief. Evervthing I
did, I did on nn ovwn. Consider His o
confession for wentt of a better vword.

As for Mr. Papadopolus, he's a fiiend.
He stopped by my house to sav hello. He
wes flere in Atlemta checking on s
restaurants. By the time vou read this,
I'm sure el be back i Vegas. End of
sfory.



Iyet to thank vou for the good vears,
Chief I think Ivwas « good cop. I aimost
died tring to be a good cop. I'lm Iunving
o fot of fronble vwith Hit,

So now I'm on the rnm. I'l be looking
over my showlder for the rest of mv life,
just fike thet cop in New York. I'll handle
it Dbecanse my cop instincts are stifl
intcet. And, I heve Gus,

I'm going to be watching the way this
plervs ont. If T don't fike arhet I seeing,
Il act on it Evervone has o smoking
gun, end I have mine.

My gun, minus the clips. wre shield, and
Gus's shield are i the box.

Agnes Jade

Erwin Shay bit down on lis lower lip. He



suddenly felt like bawling. He reached mside
the box and withdrew the gun and shields. He
laid all three items on the desk. It was the dog's
shield that brought the tears to his eyes. He
started slanuming things around then because he
didn't know what else to do. He was like a
scalded cat when the conmussioner and mayor
entered his otfice ten nunutes later.

Nathan Hawk sat at lus computer, his thoughts
a mullion nules away. He knew he should be
writing something, but hig bram refused to
finction. All he could think about was Lizzie
and Aggie. Where are thev? Are theyv okav?
Wil I ever see either one of them again?

Nathan tumed the computer off, opened lus
desk drawer. and took out his checkbook. He
had enough money to tide him over tor a while
it he took a leave of abzence. He had six weelks'



vacation on the books. He could take it all
now. And. do what? Find Lizzie of course.

Nathan shuffled lus way into his boss's office.
"Brad. I need to take mv vacation, all six weeks
of it. It vou can't see yvour way clear to giving it
to me, then I have to resign.”

Brad Dewbury looked up at the tall reporter.
"Are you okay. Nathan?"

'"No. No, I'm not okay. This is... personal. I'm
so1ry I can't give you more notice."”

"No. it's okay, Nathan. Sununer is slow,
Nothing ever happens. Will you stay m touch?
If' something comes up. will we be able to
reach you?"

"T don't know, Brad. T want to say yes. but I just
don't know."



Brad waved hig hand to indicate he shounld
leave. "Collect vour vacation pay and get out of
here. Call in once in a while, okay?"

"Yeal. sure. Thanks. Brad."

That was almost too easy. Nathan found his
way to the payroll department. explamed the
situation, waited while the payvroll clerk called
Dewbwry to confirm his vacation. Five munutes
later he walked out of the building. the check in
his hand. He walked across the street and
deposited lus check. Now he could go home to
get some sleep. He whirled around when he felt
a hand on his shonlder.

"M, Hawk?"
"Yeal."

"Chief Shay asked me to bring you down to
headquarters. He said if vou don't want to



come willingly, T was to arrest you. What's it
gomna be?"

Nathan slungged. "T'll follow you." The voung
cop, who didn't look old enough to shave,
nodded.

The ride to police headquarters took all of
thirty-five minutes. Nathan parked beside the
young cop and tollowed lum mto the smelly
building. He was munediately taken to Cliet
Shay's office, where the conunissioner and
mayor stared at lum with unblinking mtensity.

"Sit down., Hawk." Shay ordered. Nathan sat
and prayed he wouldn't fall asleep. "What do
you know about this?" He handed over Lizzie's
letter. Nathan read it. lus eves bunmning.

"Well?"”

"Well what?" Nathan asked wearily. "T'm not a



cop, I'm an investigative reporter. Is this
supposed to mean something to me?" Lizzie
hadn't implicated him. She was taking the rap
for all of it. He telt like a deadly germ nnder a
MICroscope.

"You two were a, what do vou voung people
call 1t today, an item. You were seemg each
other. What do you know about this letter?"

"Not a damn thing. T went by the house earlier,
and Aggie was already gone. The house was
closed up. That's all T knowv. Yeah. I teel like
hell. T thought the two of us had something
gome. I even asked her to marry me. She was
supposed to give me her answer thisz moming
That's wlhy I was there.”

"You are one soiry-lookme son of a bitch, son.
I think I believe you. This stays m thig office,
understood?” Shay said through clenched teeth.



"Chief, I'm on vacation. Personally. I don't give
a good rat's ass what vyou do with that letter.
I'm going home to sleep. You know where to
find me."”

"You go when I say you go. I want to hear the
words, Hawl. Do vou know where Detective
Jade went?"

"Wo. ITwish I did.”

"Do you know anything about any of tlhis?" The
cluef tapped the letter. then the box.

"The only thing I know 15 Aggie said just about
the whole department was dirty. She was aftaid.
You want a laugh, Clief? T can give you a
langh. T promised her T would take care of her.
Guess she didn't tlhunk wvery nmch of that
promuse.”

"What the hell kind of reporter are vou,



Hawk?" the commussioner asked. "You should
be out there beating the bushesr and bringing
down the wrath of yowr paper all over the
department.”

"Let someone else do it. T'm on vacation. Can I
go now?"

"Yeal, but don't make any plans to leave here."

Every bone m Nathan's body protested as he
made his way tlrough the building and out to
his car. He was on Peachtree Road when he
swerved at the lagt munute to roll up the
driveway to the Ritz Carlton. He parked. got
out. and went mto the hotel and over to the
reaistration desk. "Anthony Papadopolus. Can
you ring hig room?"”

"W, Papadopolus checked out last evening,
sir."



"Figures." Nathan muttered as he made his way
across the lobby to the concierge.

He identified himself., and asked. "Do vou
happen to know what time Mr. Papadopolus
lett last evening?"”

"No. sir. I'm sony. We were pretty busy all
night. If he checked out, then I would assume
he lett mumediately. They should be able to
help you at the desk."

Nathan shook lis head. Wheat the hell am I
doing here? He shook his head, trving to clear
it.

He was back i his car witlun minutes.
Knowmg he was a hazard on the road, he
staved m the right lane and drove slowly. He
was almost agleep on hix feet when he walked
from the garage to the elevator and rode it to
his floor. Inside. he ripped at his jacket. threw it



across the room. and fell onto the couch. The
last thing he saw before he closed lis eves were
the packets of money Lizzie had tossed onto
the cottee table. For Aggie's smitch Pippy.

He closed his eves and was asleep mstantly.

C N

Lizzie walked down the steps that would take
her away from the Gulfstream. Her hold on
Alice's leash was secure. her backpack was
tight on her shoulders. She stopped at the
bottom step and looked up at the pilot. She
nodded her thanks., "Tell M. P. T said thanls."”
The pilot nodded and otfered up a salute.

Lizzie adjusted her dark glasses and headed for
the small terminal.

Portugal.



Her new home.

Alice walked as close to Lizzie as she could,
stopping every few nunutes to snitt the around.

Lizzie tilted the dark glasses she was wearing
to loolk about. What she saw was a beautiful
blue sky. smiling people, laughing children, and
helptul employvees of the small airlne. The
breeze was warm., the sun warmer. Tt telt good
atter the aw-conditioning of the Gulfitreanm.
She stopped for a minute to pull a baseball cap
out of her backpack. She plopped 1t on top of
the blond wig. She looked up mn tune to see a
young man wearing a blue uniform of some
sort with a placard bearmng the name Patricia
Newfeld. She waved her hand at him betore
stopping at the mmugration desk. where she
presented her passport. bearing the Patricia
Newfeld name.

When she saw the young man again he snuled,



showing perfectly aliened white teeth. He
handed over a sheaf of papers and pomted to
the east. "An open-air Jeep, madan. just as you
requested. If you will sign your name. you may
take possession of the velucle. T must, however,
see a copy of vour mtemational diiver's license.
A mere tormality.”

Lizzie frowned. She had an mtemational
license but m her own name. not in the name of
Patricia Newtfeld, clearly an oversight. She
waved her hands, a look of dismay on her face.

"It is of no mportance.” the yvoung man said.
He held out his hand.

A bribe. That she understood. Lizzie dug in her
pocket and pulled out a fitty-dollar bill. "TI'm
sorty, I haven't changed my money to euros yet.”

"It 15 of no mportance, madam." The fifty-
dollar bill dizappeared so fast, Lizzie Dlinked,



She signed the name Patricia Newfeld. The
yvoung man made a production out of staring at
the documents before he finally ripped off a
copy and handed her the rest. wlhich she
immediately stuclk m her backpack.

Lizzie led Alice over to a bench outside the
simall auport. The game plan was to stay in St.
Michael for a tew days, then charter a small
plane to the island of Faval. where she and
Aggie would take up residence.

For the rest of their fives.

Lizzie sat down on a hard wooden bench
outside the small building. She stared off in the
distance, across spakling blue water. She
blanched slightly when she noticed the short
mnway and the expanse of water beyvond the
end.

Six years ago she'd come to this very amport to



vacation with fiiends. They'd stayed in Lisbon.
though. because of the fine restawrants and
night life. By day. they either took boats or the
sinall puddle jumpers to explore the various
islands. She'd fallen m love with the lazy
lifestyle. the perpetual blue skies, the brilliant
colortinl flowers, and the warm., soothing sun.
She and the others had visited a nude beach,
and when she returned to Vegag, she had an
overall tan even though she'd used a thuty-five
sunblock.

Lizzie looked down at her watch. One o'clock
in Atlanta, six o'clock here mn Portugal. She
changed her watch. She wished she knew what
was going on back in the States. Noreen and the
girls should be on the road. Chiet’ Shay was
probably tugeing at the tew hans he had left on
his head. Netitem? Where is Nathen? Wiar is
he doing?

The wrge to oy was so great. Lizzie bit down



on her lower lip. Don't think abouwt Nathen.
Nathenr belongs to the past. The past is gone.
"Tell that to niy heart.” she muttered.

Lizzie jumped up. Alice was on her feet in an
instant. "Let's go tor a walk, gul. Tl get you
some water and a soda pop for me. We still
have a couple of howrs till Aggie arrives. Oh,
it's going to be 0 good to see her agam.”

A small boy approached her., shouting
something she didnt understand until he
pomted to a cooler packed with 1ce. Water and
soft drmks. She purchased two, pointed to a
paper cup. Alice drank as greedily as she did.
Money changed hands before Lizzie walked
away.

She could. if she wanted to, get m the Jeep and
drive around. The only problem was, she didn't
want to. She didn't want to do anytlhing.



They walked around the perimeter of the small
aurport until Alice nudged her leg. an mdication
that she'd had enough walking. Lizzie led her
back to the small building. The sun had moved
a little to the west, away from the bench she'd
been sitting on. That was okay. It was still
warm and a little breezy. She curled mto the
corner of the bench and dozed off.

Lizzie woke when Alice tugged at the leash
grasped in her hand. She sat up. dizsoriented.
She looked to her right when she heard the
sharp bark of a dog. Gus! A hematbeat later she
was on her feet, numing to her sister. "Agaie!”

"Lizzie!"
They jiggled and wigeled. the dogs wrapping
them in their leashes as the sisters hugged one

another, crying, and laughing at the same tune.

"I got ug some wheels. No baggage, just our



backpacks. I can't wait to take off this danm
wig. It itches. We're dvemng our hair tomorrow.
I'll go mits if T have to keep wearing it. You
okay with dyeing vour hair, Aggie?"

"Yeal. I'm okay with it. Lizzie. Where are we
stayving?"

"T bought a little house off the Internet. T even
have the key. It's a cottage, but it has indoor
plumbing. We're going to stay m it for as long
as we stay i the islands. T alzo bought a house
in Lisbon. It's a little more palatial. It has two
batlwooms. You aren't gomma love it, but you
will like it. Trust me, this place will @row on
you. Climb m and let's go. I think your dog
likes niy dog.”

"I see that." Aggie said. settling herself m the
passenger seat of the Jeep. "We need to talk,
Lizzie. Really talk."



"T know., Aggie. We have the rest of our lives to
talk."

Nathan slept deeply and soundly. around the
clock. He mught have slept longer. but the
phone rang on the table next to the sofa where
he was sleeping. Grogaily, he reached for it and
brouglit it to his ear. He bolted upright at what
he was hearing. "Nathan, this 11 Alex Rossiter.
I'm down in the lobby. Can I come up?”

"Yeal. Yeal, sure, come right up."”

Nathan sat up. knowing he'd slept the clock
around. He should feel rested. tull of spit and
vinegar. Instead, he telt like hell. He staggered
to the batlwroom. where he biushed his teeth,
groaning at lus retlection i the mitror. From
the batlwoom. he shuffled his way to the
kitchen. where he made a pot of cotfee. He was



pouring two cups when the doorbell rang.”

Alex Rossiter held out lus hand. Both men
pumped vigorously. "Took me forever to get an
elevator. Busy place you live m."

Nathan stared at the man standing across fiom
him. He looked beaten and worn. stubble on lus
cheeks and chin, lis eyes wary and sad. not to
mention tired. "Evervone's getting ready to
leave tor work." He held out a cup of cotfee.

Rossiter took the lead when Nathan led hum
back to the living room. "I know as much as
you know, Hawl. So. let's not go there. Acgie's
cone. I have to assume Lizzie 15 gone, too. Do
you have czny idea where they could be?"

"If T did. do vou think I'd be sitting here? The
short answer 1s no. Agaie’s house 1z closed up
tight. I gcuess they had a plan trom the
begiming if’ things ever got to this pomt. T'll



tell you what I know. and yvou tell me what vou
know. Maybe one of them dropped a clue we
didn't pick up on.”

They talked steadily and eamestly for close to
an hour. The only thing they agreed on at the
end of the hour wag both women had to have
had serious help m getting away.

Nathan loolked down at his wrinkled clothing.
He felt like a homeless person for some reason.
"Ask vourselt, Alex. who do either one of them
know who could help them to that extent?"

Rossiter sliugged as he rubbed at the stubble
on his cheeks. "Nobody that I know of. Lizzie
had a wider circle of fitends. Some of them are
pretty mtluential. according to Aggie. T don't
know names, though."”

Nathan's face set m hard, @rumn lines. His voice
was bitterr when he said, "T know one name."



"What are we waiting for? Let's go talk to him."”

Nathan sighed. lus face full of pain. "Easier
said than done. He's in Las Vegas. I know he
isn't gomg to give up anvthme It T'm right
about him helping Lizzie, he 10t going to
adnut 1t, nmch less help us out. What did Agcgie
say when she left?"

Alex snorted, a sound of pure diseust. "T heard
the phone ring. Aggie got out of bed and went
dovwnstas. I just thought it was Lizzie calling
early. Hell. T don't know what I thought. I
rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. I
could kick nayselt now. I nmst have had some
kind of premomition because after about ten
nunutes, when she didn't come back upstairs, I
got my go1ry ass out of bed. but it was too late.
She was gone. Her backpack was gone, too.
She never told me this, but T kind of figured it
out for myselt. It she had to leave in a lnuy, all
she had to do was garab the backpack, Gus, and



she was good to go. She took niy car. but
somebody bronght it back. Some suy drove it
up the road. paked it, got out. and climbed into
another car. Oh, there was one other thing I
didn't notice 1t right away. Aggie had all these
nice neat rows of organic carots. They were
about three mches high. One was nussing. I
auess she toolk it ag a memento.

"T turmed evervthing off. packed. locked up. and
here T am. We aren't going to find them. are
we? Hell. I even toved with the idea of going to
the police and telling them what T know. which
isn't nmch.”

Nathan reached across for Alex's cup and
carried 1t mto the kitchen. He poured more
cottee. "Save your breath. They hauled my ass
in and grilled me. Lizzie wrote a letter taking
all the blame for evervthing. Of course she
signed Aggie's name. But. to answer vour
question, no, we probably are not going to tind



them on our own. I took niy vacation time tlus
moming. I have six weeks. I have enough
maoney to tide me over until I have to retun to
work. How much tune do you have oft? Mavbe
we could partner up."”

"T don't have to be back at school until the end
of August. Mavbe between the two of us we
can come up with somethine."”

"The chief wamed me not to leave town. But I
think the only place we'll get our answers, if
there are answers, 18 m Las Vegas." Nathan
dropped hig head mto lug hands, hig voice
muttled when he said, "T asked Lizzie to marry
me. I went by the house m the moming, and
that's how I tound out she was gone. She had a
real head start on me. Clrist, they could be
halfiway arcund the world by now."

Alex's voice sounded shaky when he said,
"Aggie knows how to go to ground. She's a



cop. You need to know what we're up against.
If they don't want to be found. we aren't going
to find them."

"You mught be right, but I have to try. You
with me or not?"”

"T'm with vou. Nathan. Listen, I'm goimng to o
home, shower, and get some clean clothes.
How about meeting up. say an hour from now
at Beclker's tor some breakfast. It just occured
to me that I haven't had anything to eat smce
day betore yesterday."”

"Sounds good to me. T'll see you m an hour.
Pack a bag, Alex."

Noreen Farell opened the door., a look of
stunned swprise on her face. "Nathan! How
the world did you find me?"



Nathan worked his facial nmscles into
something that resembled a snule. "T'm a
reporter, remember. You're listed m the phone
book under Noreen Farell Tlus 1z Alex
Rossiter, a friend of Ageie's. Can we come m?"

"Of course you can come . I don't know
anvthing, Nathan. Lizzie didn't tell me where
she was going. She left me a note. She asked
me to close up her sster's house and returm her
rental car. She also asked me to drop off a box
at the police station. which I did. That's 1t."

"Can I see the note?”

"T didn't save 1t. Why would I?"

"T asked her to many me, Noreen.”

Noreen fiddled with the belt on her robe. "I'm

so1ry. Nathan. Please, sit down. Can I get you a
drink or somethimg?"



"No thanks."

Noreen perched on the arm of a La-Z-Boy.
Nathan thought her eves looked worried, or
was it tear he was seeimng?

"Lizzie needed help to get awav on such short
notice. Who do you know who has that kind of
power?"

"Nobody. Lizzie always had what she called
Plan B. T don't know what it was Decause she
never told me, and I never asked. Whatever
Plan B was, she was comtortable with it. T have
to assume it was her getaway plan. That means
she had it all plamned out m advance if things
went awry. That's just my own personal
opinion."

"How can I get hold of Anthony Papadopolus?”

"Wathan, T don't know. I don't travel m those



circles. He lives somewhere here in Vegas, but
that's all I know. Your best bet would be to put
the word out vou're looking for lhum and let
him find you. Agam. that's just my personal
opinion.”

"Who do we put the word out to?" Alex said,
spealing for the first tune.

"The casinos. It's late, Nathan. we just got back,
and I haven't eaten all day. I was going to have
some cereal and go to bed.”

"I thought vou left vesterday.” Nathan said,
pouncing on Noreen's words.

"We did. We drove. The girls wanted to see the
country. We took tuwms driving and drove
straight througl.."”

Nathan jumped to lus feet. "Now. why does
that sound like a lie to me?"



Noreen jumped to her feet and squared off with
him. "T don't lnow wlry it sounds like a lie,
Nathan. Furthermore, I don't care. Read niy
lips. T do not know where Lizzie 15. I do not
know how she got to wherever she was going.
I'm sorry vour heart 1s breaking, but I cannot
help you. Please don't come here again.”

"Can you at least tell me where Lizzie lived.
Maybe she lett a clue or something What
about all those cars and the vacht she owns?
What happens to them?"

"T don't know. As to her address. that was part
of Plan B. Besides. 1t was a comp. It wasn't
hers. It's ready for the next temporary tenant.
That's the way 1t works here. It you give me
your munber, I'll call vou if T hear anything."

Nathan and Alex pulled out business cards and
handed them over. Both men knew they'd never
hear trom Noreen Farell,



Outside m thew rental car, they looked at one
another. "That was a bust. I didn't expect her to
give up anything, but T hoped there nught be
something. I don't think she knows where
Lizzie and Aggie went. Lizzie wouldn't want to
involve her tiiends for just that reagon.”

"Let's hit the casinos. The night is still voung."
Alex said glumly. "Mavbe we should split up.
That way. we'll cover more temnitory m less
time. Someone in thig danm tovwn must know
where that guy lives."”

"We can only hope.”



Chapter Sixteen

Nathan Hawlk and Alex Rossiter were having
lunch in the Mirage when Nathan felt a tap on
hiz shoulder. He turmed around and looked up
at the tallest man he'd ever seen. His eyves were
(uestioning.

"Mr. Hawl. Mr. Papadopolus will see you
now. Follow me, please.”

"Well, hot danm. Ten days later, and he's finally
ready to see me. I'm glad it wasn't a matter of
life or deatl.” Nathan muttered as he slapped
some bills on the table. The tall man offered up
no response as the two men walked behind him
out of the dining room.

The casmo was jam-packed with people even
though 1t was just a little before the noon hour.
Rus-loads of senior citizens were descending in
droves, torcing the men to walk faster to avoid



a collision. Waitresses m slampy outfits, trays
held above then heads. alzo stepped aside. Free
drinks to those playmg the clanking slots and
poker tables.

Nathan looked around. Where was this guy
taking them? He stopped shoit when the tall
man stepped aside at one of the lounge areas.
"Wr. Papadopolus 1z at the tar end. He can give
you ten mumites. Talk fast, Mr. Hawk."”

Up close, Anthony Papadopolus looked like a
benevolent Buddha. He was sitting m a
comfortable swivel chair, lug hands laced
across his barrel chest. "Gentlemen, please sit
down. I'm Anthony Papadopolus, and you are
Nathan Hawlk and Alex Rossiter. I was told vou
want to talk to me."

"Where are they? Don't pretend vou don't know
who I'm talking about either. Lizzie couldn't
have gotten away so clean without some expert



help. That goes for Aggie, too. I know Lizzie
worked for vou. She told me all about it."

"T'm sorry, gentlemen. I can't help vou. Yes,
Lizzie did worlk for me. But she canceled her
contract. Normally, I don't allow such thimgs,
but she managed to convince me it was in both
our best mterests. I thought she was still mn
Atlanta."

"Lizzie 15 not back in Atlanta. If she were, I
wouldn't e here. and neither would Alex.”
Nathan said, pomting to Alex Rossiter. "The
house 15 closed up tight. and she's gone. G-O-
N-E! It vou're worried we nught be with the
police or the newspapers, we aren't. We're both
here on vacation time. I asked Lizzie to maty
me. She was supposed to give me her answer
the day she dizsappeared. Alex here wanted to
many Agegie. We aren't wearing wires. It you
want, we'll gladly strip down for you right
here."



Papadopolus managed to look dismaved at
Nathan's snggestion. "That won't be necessary.
I'm swre. Mr. Hawk, Lizzie will be m touch
with vou at some pomt. She's a very
compasgsionate, carmg person. I'm sure her
sister, because she 1g a twin 18 the same sort of
person. What vou should be concemed with
right now iz the yvoung women's safety. not
your own personal desires. In other words, tlis
is not about you, it's about them. I'm sory. but
I can't help you."”

"Can't? You mean vou won't. Okay, how about
this? Get in touch with them and ask them if
we can go to wherever they are. Will you do
that?"
"ND 1

"Wy the hell not?" Rossiter shouted.

"Because I don't know where they are.”



"Don't give me any of that crap. I'd bet my
pension that Gultstream of yowrs took her to
wherever she wanted to go. Somewhere along
the way. Lizzie picked up Aggie. I know you
were going to have a game at Aggie's house. I
know it as sure as I'm standing here. T waned
Lizzie they were gome to pick you up. It not
the locals. then the feds. She told vou. That's
wly you're back here in Vegas. One hand
waslung the other, that kind ot thing."”

Papadopolus steepled lus fingers. "I can see
why vou're a repoiter; you have an active
imagiation. I wish I could help you., but I
can't. If by some chance I hear trom either one
of the ladies, T'll call you if you leave me your
business cards. I'm sorry, but I have to leave
now. Good luck m your search. gentlemen.”

Nathan's hands flapped in distress. Alex was
shuffling tfirom one foot to the other. "Doesn't
it matter to yvou that we love them., want to



marry. and raise famulies? How can yvou be so
coldhearted?" Nathan demanded.

Papadopolus was on lus feet. Standing. he
didn't appear so round. He wasn't sott either.
His eyes glittered now. "It's because I do care
about both those women that T'm not helping
vou. If vou love them as you say vou do. that
love will never vanish. Thev'll find vou when
and if the tume iz right. Be wvery careful.
gentlemen, that vou don't do sometling i vour
love quest that will jeopardize then safety. It
was nice meeting both of you."

"Son of a bitch!" Alex sputtered. He flopped
down on the chair Papadopolus had Dbeen
sitting on. It smelled like lus cologne. "Now
what? Do we 2o home with our tails between
our legs or what?"

"T don't know. Alex. We can try Noreen again.
She was Aggie's best fiiend. She nuglt crack if



we put some pressure on her. Obviously, we
need to fall back and reeroup. Nothing's going
on in Atlanta, and 1t's been ten days. I don't
understand that either."”

Alex flagged a waitress and ordered two bottles
of Corona.

"Who the hell is that euy anyway. I know what
yvou told me, but who the hell 15 he recify?”
Alex asked.

"I can only tell you what I've read and what
Lizzie told me. If he isn't the richest man m
Vegas. he's the next richest. He calls lumselt a
broker. That means he puts people together to
play poker. He gets a fee fiom each person
playme. He has a stable of card-plavers like
Lizzie, who are pros. They sit in on the game
and play m lus place. He pays them a
percentage of whatever 1 taken in for the niglt.
Here in Vegas. 1t's legal.”



"He's got to be pretty danm rich to own his
own Gultstream. Thosge babies don't come
cheap."”

"Lizzie told me he pavs very well and has no
turnover as far as emplovees go. That's another
way of saying they are all loval and wouldn't rat
on lum it he does something on the shady side.
Agsuming he would even think about breaking
the law.

"He's got all kinds of leatimate busmesses,
according to Lizzie. Now. you know as much
as I know. I'm itchmg for some kind of
confiontation. Let's take another shot at
Noreen. It that doesn't worl, we might as well
2o home. It's a given Papadopolus 130t going
to pat with amytling, ¥We'll just be spimning
our wheels it we stay here."”

"Okay, let's ¢o." Rossiter said, getting up off
the chair.



A light ram was falling an hour later when
Nathan parked the rental car next to a Mercedes
560S8L. The apartment complex looked just
like any apartment complex. It was well
mamtamed, with patches of close-cropped
grass next to every door. Flower beds were
colorful, and vibrant, and also well tended. He
was surprised not to see bicycles and scooters
or roller skates. Maybe this was an adult living
complex, the kind Artie Bennigan lived in.

Noreen Farrell lived on the fust floor. He rang
the Dell and waited. When there was no
responsge he rang it agamn and again. The door
next door opened and a matronly-looking
woman poked her head out. "If von're looking
for Noreen Farrell, she's gone. I saw her
leaving a few days ago with two huge
siitcases. I can take a message if vou want to
leave one with me, and T'll give it to her when
she retumns."”



Nathan's eyes took on a desperate glaze. "Do
yvou know where she went, ma'am?"

'"No. I'm afiaid I don't know. The only reason I
know she's gone at all 15, T was coming home
fiom the dentist in the nuddle of the day. Root
canal.” she said by way of explanation as to
wliy she was home during the day. "We aren't
neighborly, if vou know what I mean. Oh. we
speals, say hello. that kind of thing. She works
nights and sleeps davs. I work days and sleep
nights. I work m a bank, and our computers
went down, so they sent everyone home. I
guess that's more than you wanted to know,
huh?"

It was., but Nathan didn't care. "Did she leave in
a taxi?"

'"No. One of her friends picked her up. I've seen
them here a few times. They're both showeirls.
Really pretty women. The one named Candy



was driving. Honev was sitting m the backseat.
Noreen got m the front. The reason I know
their names 15 because Noreen mtroduced them
to me when she invited me for dinmer one
Thankseiving because nry hwsband was away
on busmess. Is something wrong? You look
worried.”

"No, nothing 1s wrong. We just need to talk to
her about a friend of ows who twmed up
nussing.”

”Dh.”

Alex fished i lus pocket for one of his cards.
He walked across the small patch of grass to
hand it to the loquacious neighbor.

"Well. if T see her, I'll tell her vou were looking
for her. The bags were firge. T suspect they
were gomng away for at least tlnee weeks. I take
bags like that when I go on vacation tor three



weeks. I always take the full tlwee weeks. The
bank hates it when you do that, but T don't care.
Big bags. They didn't match. T don't know if
that's important or not."

Nathan sucked i his breath. He strugeled for a
casuial tone. "What color were they? Do you
remember?”

Of cowrse I remember. Hunter creen. My
husband calls 1t Dartimouth @een. Is that
important?”

"Wo. I cuess it was a silly question. We
appreciate vour help. Thanks."

In the car. Alex twmed to face Nathan, "What
the hell was tHieid all about?"

"The suitcases. Will Fargo's money. I bet you
ten bucks, Lizzie told them to take the money.
We packed the money up m two suitcases, and



one of them was Hunter green. and took it to a
storage facility. Lizzie kept the key. I think
Noreen and her triends went to the Caymans.
You up for a little trip?"

Alex nodded. "T'm your man."”

Less than twenty-four howrs later, Nathan and
Alex stepped out of Brac Auport to head tor
the nearest car rental agency. They drove away
in a Jeep. the 1slands’ most popular rental.

"T've never been here before, have wyou,
Nathan?"

'"Nope. Heard about it, though. I read the
broclwe on the plae. It's 480 nulex fiom
Miami. Supposedly it's peaceful. The Cavimans
are a self-goveming British crown colony.
There are three 1xlands, Grand Cayman,



Cayvman Brac, and little Cayvman. I have no clue
abont to which 1sland the girls went to. T want
to say Cayman Brac because that's where the
arport 18, T would assuume they'd head for the
nearest, nicest hotel, then do their banking
thing." Nathan tiuned to his companion. "This
could be a wild-goose chase."”

Alex slhigged. "It's not like I have something
better to do. Let's start with Caviman Brac smce
were already here. According to this list that
came with the rental car, the best places to stay
are the Brac Auport I, the Brac Caribbean
Beach Village, Brac Haven Villas, or Brac
Reet Beach Resort. Where are we going to

stay "

"Whichever one is the closest. We can start
making calls from there. T wish to hell T knew
more about offxhore banking. The tiuth 1z, I
really don't know anything about it. I don't see
how a showenl could know either. This 1s



gomg to be the blind following the blind unless
yvou know zomething I don't know."

"Sonty. I know nothing about stuff like that.
Never had enough money to worry about
hiding it. I'm not exactly poor. but I'm not rich
either. Hey. pull over, there's the Brac Auport
Im."

They parked. checked i, taking two rooms
facing the ocean. The moment Nathan handed
over his credit card, he said. "Can vou tell me if
nry friend Noreen Farell checked m vet? e
were delaved m Miami."

"Let me check, sir.” the honey-complexioned
girl said. "Yes. they checked in three days ago.
Would you like me to ring their room for vou?"

Nathan grimaced. "No., not till we look a little
more presentable. We'll tind them later.” He
decided to take a wild gamble. "Just out of



curiosity, did they get room 7117 We're all
from Lag Vegas, and 1t's a lucky munber."

The young gul laughed. "No. I'm afraid not.
They're in 802."

Nathan did his best to look mmpish. "Is 711
available?"

"No. sir. it was booked vesterday. Siam here.”
Nathan and Alex obliged.

On the way up m the elevator, they clapped
each other on the back. "It was pure dumb luck.
Noimally when vou expect people to do the
obvious, they tool you and do the diect
opposite. I counted on Noreen and the gils
wanting to do this deal as quickly as possibly
with the least amount of effort. Theyre also
probably scared out of their wits. Let's lut the
shower. then wvisit room 802" Nathan said



happily.

The first thing Nathan did when he lut the room
was to twn on the television to CNN. He
stared at the screen. lug jaw dropping He
inched lus way to the bed. where he sat down.
The dark stutt had finally lut the fan. He didn't
know if he should be happy or worried. CNN's
headquanters were m Atlanta, so they would
aive tull coverage to the police depatiment. He
waited through seven commercials. Smce it
was the top of the howr, he had to wait for the
hourly mundown betore the anchor got back to
APDY's cormupt pelice department. He listened
to the excitement ringing in the anchor's voice.
Three-quarters of the department had Dbeen
suspended  without  pay  pending an
investigation. Whistle-blower, Detective Agnes
Jade. who was also under suspicion, and
nussmg, was given credit for tumimg the
records over to Chief of Detectives Erwin Shay
and the commnussioner. Atlanta was working



with a skeleton force until the National Guard
arrived. It was unclear. the anchor said. whether
Jade was in protective custody, luding out tor
fear of retaliation., or had flown the proverbial
COOP.

The conunissioner was ¢uoted as saving this
was a Dblack day for the Atlanta Police
Department. Chiet of Detectives Erwin Shay
agreed with the commussioner. The mavor, his
expression fierce, said they would leave no
stone untumed. and those euilty would be
punizhed to the fullest extent of the law.

Nathan reared back when a full-screen picture
of Aggie Jade appeared. The anchor went on to
describe the shoot-out she'd been involved in,
how she almost died, the extent of her myuries
and the myuries of her canine partner. Another
picture was substituted. This one was taken
with the mayor., the conmussioner, and the
cluef of detectives the day she'd been released



firomm rehab.

The voice contimied to drone on. rehashing
what he'd said minutes ago as Nathan headed
for the batlwoom. He shaved and showered,
dressing in khaki shorts and a wlite Izod tee.
He slipped lus feet into Docksiders before he
headed for the mumibar, where he popped a
bottle of Beck's beer. His watch told him he
had twenty nunutes until it was tune to head to
Alex's roon. He liked lus beer icy cold. Tlus
was tepid. He drank it anyway.

A picture of Acgie's house flashed across the
screen, followed by a picture of Tom Madsen's
parents’ house. Then a pictwre of Detective
Madsen's bullet-riddled car appeared on the
screen as the anchor explamed that the car had
been stolen trom the detective's parents’ garage.
Detective Jade's car was also nussing.

"And thus man iz Captain Darren Ramos of the



Salvation Aurmry. Captam Ramos is the one who
brought the dimgs to the police station twelve
days ago. The same drugs that the police think
Detective Jade put m the Salvation Amiy bin."”
Captain Ramos nodded at lus mtroduction and
spoke woftly., snuling a lot, as he enjoyed his
fifteen minutes of fame.

Nathan leaned back m lus chair, propping lus
feet on the round table that came with every
hotel room. He continued to sip the lukewarm
beer. His phone rang just as he fimished the
beer. It was Alex.

"T hope yvou're seeing what I'm seemg. Let's go
down to the bar. I'm sure they have a television
set in there we can watch with better reception.
The beer i the nunibar 1 wanm. By the way. I
rang room 802, and there was no answer. Don't
panic, I was going to hang up if someone
answered. They're probably out takmg care of
busmess. We can watch the lobby from the



outdoor bar. I'm kind of nngry, too."”

In the bar, they ordered Plully steak sandwiches
and cold Beck's. then eyes glued to the
televizion over the bar.

Nathan looked around. Aside fiom three
couples. one of whom was fighting, the bar
area was empty. It wag pleasant, though, with
island flowers on all the tables and bamboo
blinds to ward off the hot sun. It was easy to
see out through the thin slats but not easy to
see 11, which memt they would see Lizzie's
fitends betore they spotted hum and Alex.

Nathan leaned back m his chair to listen to the
fight gome on behind him. He wondered it he
and Lizzie would ever fight like that. It
sounded rather silly to hum. Didn't they care?
Didn't they have anything better to do at a
vacation resort than fight? So what it the wite
bouglt too many souvenus. So what? Was the



world gomg to come to an end? Couldn't the
wite cut the husband a little slack becanse he
didn't know how to swim and was afraid to go
out on the catamaran? Such earth-shattering
problems.

Nathan switched back to the television over the
bar just as thewr sandwiches arrived.

His mouth firll, Alex pomted to the television.
Nathan erimaced when he saw Dutch Davis, lus
arm still in the blue canvas sling, take aim at
the reporter mterviewing him. Belund hum, six
deep. stood lus fellow officers. He was using
words like scapegoat, witeh-irnt, and then he
mentioned Acgie’s and Tom Madsen's names.
As a spokesperson, Dutch Davis left a lot to be
desired.

Alex lost his appetite when Davis said, "Jade
worked the evidence room when she retiuned
to work. If there was sugar in the confizcated



diug bags m the vault., she put it there. Then she
must have gotten an attack of conscience and
put the real dimgs mn the Salvation Ay bin.
It's just too danm bad poor Will Fargo 1s dead.
He was the one who ran the evidence room.
Ask the clief. Everytlung balanced out
perfectly. It you want to believe a mentally ill
detective whose proof 15 a bunch of buttertly
books. then be our guest. That's all I have to
say other than that all of us are gomg to fight
this witch-hunt till hell freezes over.” The cops
behind hun hooted thewr approval. Davis
stomped the ground like a wild bull to show
thewr solidarity.

"Tt's a slow day for news. Alex. No one is going
to believe that creep. Hell. he even looks
cuilty." Nathan said.

"T'im confused. Which bags of diugs are they
talking about?" Alex asked as he poked at lus
sandwich with lus mdex finger. Nathan



wondered what he was looking for.

Too much nmwstard, not enough mustard.
What? Mavbe there wasn't enough cheese or
maybe it was the wrong kind of cheese.
Another earth-shattermg question without an
ANSWEL.

'"No. they are not one and the same. Lizzie told
me there were lots and lots of bags of cocaime
in the vault. T think she said there were two
hundred. Tt stays in the vault until someone m
anthority gives the okay to bwmn it. It was
Aggie's and her theory that Will Fargo replaced
the bags, slowly, one at a time, with sugar. The
bags the newspeople are talliing about from the
Salvation Army are another batch of dimgs they
confizcated before Aggie's shoot-out. Lizzie
and the girls tound 1t stutfed mside the seats of
Tom Madsen's car and Aggie's car. There was a
stalkeout at Acegie's house o the girls, Noreen,
Candy. and Honey dumped it all m the bin. On



Lizzie's orders that I'm sure she got fiom
Aggie. I'm the one who got rid of the cars. I
drove them both to the Georgia border and ran
them into a quarty that's at least sixty teet deep.
No one will ever find them.

"Ax hard as it 15 for both of us to accept the
results, it's something we're going to have to
live with. Lizzie didn't mvolve the girls or me.
You're in the clear, Rossiter. We're all
accessories. That's jail tune."”

Alex leaned back m lus chair and closed his
eves. "What do vou tlhuink is going to happen,
Nathan?"

"There's vour answer. Take a look." Nathan
said, pomtig to a tace on the television screen.
"Atlanta's eight-hundred-pound gorilla. He's
representing Dutch Davis and a few of the
others. He's a  seven-lmndred-buck-an-hour
attorney. We did a protile on lum once for the



paper. He never, that's as in never, lost a case.
His name 1z Socrates Mariz. His  friends,
colleagues, and judges call hum Sox. The cops
call him Magic Mariz. The answer to vour
question 1z, they'll wallk. Will they get back on
the force? That. I don't know."

"Then that means they're on the loose. This is
just like that danm movie, Serpico. I'd like to
punch somebody right now. Here come your
fitends. Looks like thev're conung into the bar."

All three women stopped in their tracks when
they saw Nathan and Alex sitting i the bar. The
trio looked poised to tun but appeared to think
better of the idea. "How did you... what are
you doing here?"

Nathan looked around. The couple who had
been fighting were now billing and cooing. The
other two couples had left the bar by the side
door. "Sit down, ladies. What can we offer



you?" He made lhis voice fiiendly, chirpy-
sounding. It wasn't working.

"White wine. Zimnfandel for all of ns." Noreen
snapped.

Alex pomted to the television set. "Watch it
and weep. ladies."

Nathan thought it was remarkable that Noreen's
face could turn white under her makeup. Candy
and Honey were twitching in thewr seats, their
eyes gomg from the televizion to Noreen. It
was obvious they considered her then leader
and spokesperson.

"What are you doing here? How did you find
us?" Noreen hissed.

"Your neighbor told us she saw vou leaving
with »n suitcases. I know what's m those
siitcases, and that's one of the reasons why



we're here. We know wlhy vou're here, too.
Look, T don't give a hoot about the money, it's
yours. All T want to know 1z where Lizzie and
her sister went. Either you tell me, or I'm going
to Dlowy the whistle on you. You don't get to
wear ligh heels or makeup m jail.”

"Don't threaten me, Afister Hawk, You're in
this as deep as we are. Here" she said. opening
her purse and pulling out Lizzie's notes. "Read
them. I told you., we don't know where she
went. It she had told me, T still wouldn't tell
yvou. Lizzie 1¥ our fitend. Friends help their
fitends. She didn't do anything wrong. Well,
she did, but with honest intentions. No one 1s
coing to believe her, me, or vou. As far as I'm
concermed. she did the right thing by leaving
Did you talk to Mr. P.?"

"Yesterday, as a matter of fact. The strong,
silent type. Like vou. he knows nothing. but
then he's a liar. I'm not sure about you yet."



Nathan contimed to read the notes Lizzie had
lett for the girls. He was convinced now that
the women truly did not know where Lizzie
and Aggie were. His last hope. Like Alex, he
had the sudden mrege to punch something.

Noreen started to cry. "Tlus is like a
nightmare." Candy and Honey stated to
blubber, too. Alex handed them wads of
cocktail napking from the bar.

The wine in Noreen's glass disappeared m one
long culp. She sat up straighter, her eyes
watermg. "Listen to me, you two. We aren't
keepmg the money, even though Lizzie wanted
us to. We don't want duty money, There were
pounds of papervork that had to be taken care
of. Thanks to Mr. P. and lus comnections and
sources the account 1z down as Delonging to
the Atlanta. Georgia, Police Departiment. We
put the conunissioner's, the mayor's, and the
cluef's names on evervtlhing. We did keep out



enough to pay our anfare, our expenses here, to
replace what we left belund when we lett our
siitcaxes at the storage tacility, and that's it
We're staving on one extra day mn case of any
snafii, then we're gomg home. Just so you
know we aren't lying. here are copies of the
papers. Malce 1t quick. Nathan."

Nathan's eut rumbled as he perused the papers.
She'd told him the truth. The urge to punch
something rose up in him again. He nodded.
"Olkay. If vou hear from Lizzie, will vou let me
know?"

'"No." The single word was so biusque, Nathan
cringed.

Both men watched the women msh out of the
bar like they couldn't wait to get away fiom

thewr prying eves and offensive questions.

"I guess we might as well go home, Nathan.



We stiuck out all the way around. It's obvious
neither one of us are big-leagne playvers. I think
I'll spend the rest of the summer working on
my house. Hell, maybe T'll actually finish 1t.”

Nathan finished his beer. "Want some help? I'm
pretty good with a hanuner.”

"Sure. You any good with a pamtbimsh?"”
"Good but sloppy."”

"You're hired."

Lizzie's hand made a shelf over her eves as she
stared down the beach. Her sister was running
toward her. something clasped in her hand.
Aggoie was shouting, but she was too far away
to hear what she was saying. As she got closer,
Lizzie started to laugh.



"Look. Lizzie. it didn't die after all! It perked
right up. and it's gomg to grow."

"Best-danm-looking organic carrot I've ever
seen. Congratulations, Aggie!”

Aggie sat down and hueged her knees the way
Lizzie was dome. "A penny for your thouglts,
Lizzie."

Lizzie stared across the water. "I don't think
they're worth that much. What did vou think of
the news this morming?"”

"Tt's about what I expected. Already the Jorrnead
Constittition has it on page seven. Not one
byline by Nathan. I thought... expected lum to
take off runnmg. He must really love vyou,
Lizzie."

Lizzie stared down at the bright red polish on
her toes. She'd been o0 bored the might betore



she'd given herself a pedicure. "He asked me to
matty humn. Aggie. He said he would be back in
the moming for niy asywver. I wasn't there to
give him my answer." A sob caught in the back
of her throat.

Aggie draped her amm around her sister's
shoulder. "What would vou have said, Lizzie?"

"Yes. I would have said ves. He'll find someone
else and torget all about me. Were you and
Alex getting serious?”

"Yes. In a lot of ways, he's kind of old-
fasluoned. T like that. We've been here two
weeks, Lizzie, and we haven't talked about
either one of them until now. Why is that. do
youl suppose?"

"It's too pamful. T don't want to talk about it
now either. Did you talk to the people at the
market?"



"Yes, and they said thev'd buy all nmy
vegetables. I'm starting with organic carrots
like T did back m Pemnnsvlvama. This 1z oy
prize, though." Aggie said. pomting to the
carrot arowing i the ceranuc jar. I'm glad I had
the bramng that day to add a little water to the
Ziploc bag when I pulled it out. T wasn't
thinlking too clearly that mornme."

"All my equipment will be here by the nuddle
of next week. It's comung from Lisbon by boat.
I'll be setting up shop by next weekend. I
bought tlwee Jet Skisz on a wlum. If no one
wants to rent them. you and I can use them.
Hey. Aggie. do you want to go to that nude
beach tomorrow?"

"Well. sure. Lizzie. I can hardly wait to show
off nm1y body." Sarcasm rang in Aggie's voice.

"Get real. Aggie. No one /ooks at you. People
make a pomt of not looking at you. It's very



liberating."

Aggie stared across the water. "What's going to
happen to that yacht you won last vear?"

"T signed the title to it and the cars over to the
airls. You know what's ticking me off, Ageie?
The stupid cops made fun of the butterfly code.
That lawyer is shooting holes m it all over the
place. The media are tunning witl it."

"Lizzie, don't dwell on it. Thev're done for even
it they get off. The department will not take a
chance and hire them back. Where there's
sinoke, there's fire. That will be their attitude.
They have then money stashed someplace. No
one is gomng to rat on anyone elze. It's the way
it works. Eighteen months, two vears till the
trial. Thev're wallking around free as the air.
Too bad we didn't really have a smoling gun.”

"Yeal too bad. Do vou like 1t here, Aggie?”



"It's quuet. It's peaceful. The people are nice and
fitendly, but T like Atlanta a lot better. Gus 1s
happy. He romps all day with Alice. They even
sleep next to each other. I think I'm just glad to
be alive. Maybe someday we'll be able to go
home." Aggie reached across to take her sister's
hand in her own. She squeezed 1t tightly.

"Maybe."



Chapter Seventeen
Nineteen Aonths Later

The kitchen was a muuature roonw. barely big
enough for both Lizzie and Aggie at the same
time. Yet, they managed by sitting on lhigh
stools and keepmg out of each other's way.
Lizzie wag sitting at the high table, her laptop
open o that she could access the Internet and
click onto the front page of the Jowrnai-
Constittition. She was glad Agoie wasn't
around as she dreaded what she was about to
see. All week, the headlines had dealt with the
trial that was tinally about to get under way.

It had taken the prosecution. and the defense,
eight full dayvs to select a jury. Opening
arguments were scheduled for today and could
well 1un mto tomorrow, the spin meisters
predicted. The blue spin was on. according to
the papers. A reporter named Saul Baumgarten



was doing the reporting for the JC.

The trial was being televized over the defense's
objections. Untortunately, if she and Acgie
wanted to watch it. they would have to go to
Lisbon since Faval's television reception
wouldn't bring in CINN.

Lizzie propped her chin in her hands. The trial
had been a long time coming. but it had finally
started. Both sides were talking the talll and
walking the wallk, but Acgie was convinced the
officers on trial were going to walk away. "Tt's
a gut teeling.”" she'd said. Lizzie couldn't araue
because she felt the same way.

An howr didn't go by that she dido't tlunk of
Nathan. She knew it was the same with Aggie
even though they didn't talk about it. For some
strange reason, Nathan and Alex were taboo
subjects. Probably because neither one of the
twins wanted the other to see her pain.



Lizzie contimied to read the front-page news,
which aside from some disturbance in Pakistan,
was all about the trial. Baumearten hashed and
rehashed what he'd been writing for weeks.
There was very little news that was fiesh and
untold. She always hated the part about Aggie
being a fugitive from justice and skimmed over
it. She contimued to read. M. and Mrs. Gray
Madsen were going to be attending the trial but
would not be called as witnesses. That was
new. Seats in the comtroom were by a lottery
systen. Evervone, it seemed., wanted to see
what was comg to happen to Atlanta PD's
finest. She couldn't help but wonder it Nathan
and Alex would be at the trial. Alex would
probably be off school for the upcoming
holiday break. He would certamly have the
time to attend. providing he could get a seat.

It was hard to believe Clwistimas was only three
weeks away. Lizzie and Aggie's second
Christmas away trom the States. The thought



bothered her. She knew it bothered Ageie, too.

Lizzie reached for a cigarette. She'd started to
simoke the day after arriving m Faval. She had
no idea why. Nervousness mavbe. Something
to do with her hands. She was gomg to quit,
she really was. because 1t was a nasty. ugly
habit. Aggie had taken up the bad habit right
along with her. They'd also acquired another
bad habit. They drank two bottles of wine at
dinner every night. The wine was so they could
sleep. Sometimes 1t worked, and sometumes it
didn't.

Lizzie looked around the small kitchen. There
was nothing modern about it at all. However, it
served therr needs. The stove was small, the
kind found in efficiency apartments back mn the
States, and fired by propane gas. The sink was
porcelain, with half the porcelain gone. It had
one spigot. A flowered cluntz skut covered the
opening undereatl. where they stored dish



detergent and other cleanmg supplies. The
refiigerator was just as old as the sk and
stove, with halt' the enamel on the door
nussme. It was clean, though, and it worked.

Ageie had lmng red-checkered curtains over the
one window and back door. The curtaing added
some color and lite to the tiny room.

Their home away fiom home.

The door opened. and both dogs rushed mto the
kitchen. Aggie tollowed. The kitchen was now
filled to oveatlowme "Let's have coffee
outside.,” she sard. "Amything new m the
headlines?"

Lizzie slid off the stool and walked outside.
"The Madsens are gomg to attend the trial
Opening arguuments are today. The smart money
is still saving your blue force is going to walk,
There doesn't appear to be any smoking gun on



the horizon. That's about it."

Aggie jomed Lizzie at the little iron table on
the small patio. She set her cup down so she
could fix her haw, which was now shoulder
length. mto a ponytail. "Are we still going to
Lisbon tomorrow?"

"Yes. I want to watch the trial. You're going
with me, aren't you?"

"Yes. Lizzie. are we gomg because we're
hoping to catch a look at Nathan and Alex, or
are we going because we really want to watch
the trial?"

"Both. No. that's not true. It's mostly to see
Nathan and Alex. We know what the outcome
is gomng to be. Nineteen months 15 a long tiume,
Aggie. Sometimes I feel... 1t's like a lifetime. I
wish we could go home."



Aggie bit down on her lower lip. She tilted her
straw hat farther back on her head and looked
at her sister. "You could go home, Lizzie. They
don't know about vou. It's me they want. All
you have to do is call vour friend Mr. P.. and he
could get vou back the same way he got you
here. You could slowly mch vour way back
into your old life.”

Lizzie reached for Aggie's hand. "Oh, no. We're
in this together. I'm the one who made all those
cockamamie decisions. I let Zack go. I involved
Nathan and the gils. They all broke the law on
ni1y behalf. No, I'm not going back. I broke the
law niyself when I mpersonated you. Tt thus
place 1z getting to you. Aggie. we could move
o1, but I think we're safer here. The village has
accepted us. The townspeople buy  vowr
vegetables, and they use my services. Hey.
were actually malimg money. Look at us.
You're fit and healthy agam. We're pleasantly
exhausted at the end of the day from Deing



outside. We're safe. Aggie. That's the most
important thing."”

Aggie nodded as she picked at a string hanging
off her tattered denum shoits. She leaned back
on the steps, her back agamst a pillar, her
brown legs: extended in fiont of her. "Our
biological clocks are ticking, Lizzie. T thought
I'd be engaged or married by now. and thinking
about starting a family. Danmn it. it isn't fai"”

"Who said life was fair, Aggie? Come on. let's
start our day. Do you need niy help getting your
vegetables to market?"”

"Nope. got it covered. Fermando 15 a real help.
He picks the vegetables and loads the tiucks.
We did real well this week. The bell peppers
and cucumbers are so plentifil, it bogeles my
nund. T made 3430 so far this week. Even
though I only hired hum a little while ago. I feel
contident leaving him to run things while we



go to Lisbon. Are you shutting down or what?"

"Business was slow this week. I had one
fishing party, two Swiss guys who wanted to
snorkel, and four kids tor the Jet Skis. I cleared
$710. T wish there was someplace to spend the
money. Let's treat ourselves to a makeover or
something when we get to Lisbon. I feel the
need to be pampered.”

"Sounds good to me." Aggie said. jumping up
to take her cup mto the kitchen. "T'll see vou
around five. Anything comes up., come and get
me."

"You got it."

Nathan Hawk sluvered on the cowrthouse steps
as he waited for Alex Rossiter to jom hum. It
was ten nunutes to nine. He watched the gaggle



of suspended police officers on trial make thewr
way toward lum and the huge double doors
leading mto the womb of the cowmthouse. He
moved to the left to step out of their way. They
were so cocky, so defiant, Nathan wanted to
put lus fist through then respective faces.

Suddenly. Alex Rossiter appeared out of
nowhere. "Here comes the eight-hundred-
pound gorilla. Look at him, Nathan. He's going
to zay a few words to one of the reporters.
Don't expect anything protound, though. T think
I hate that lawver almost asx much as I hate
those cops. Tell me again why we're here,
Nathan. Jeez, it's cold. People think Atlanta 1s
war. Hal"

"We're here because the trial 15 beme televised,
and I know m my gut that wherever Aggie and
Lizzie are. they're gomg to watch it. T want
them to see us. Call me stupid, call me
anything vyou want, but maybe seeing us will



make them want to get m touch. Plus.
Christmas 18 only three weeks away. A time of
nuracles and such.

"I woke up with an idea this moming, Alex.
Want to hear 1t?"

"Sure." Alex held out lus eloved hand. "Look,
snow fhuries."”

"'m comng to see if I can wrangle an
introduction through Baumearten to that CNN
auy interviewing Maris. For both of us. Alex.
You know how they always ask questions of
the court spectators at the end of the day. It we
talle tast., we nmught be able to say something
meaningful m case Agoie and Lizzie are
watching. YWhat do yvou think?"

Alex clapped Nathan on the back. "I think
you're a hell of a genius is what I think. That
never would have occuned to me. Do vou



really thunk they're watching?"

"T really do. If you were in their position,
wouldn't you be glued to the tube?"”

Alex held the door for Nathan. "Yeah."

The cowtroom wasn't overly large. Like all
courtrooms, 1t was windowless, the Dbright
fluorescent lights bouncing off’ the mahogany
paneling. The judge was a big man. with snow-
white hawr. glasses, and a bulldog chin. He
looked over the top of lux glasses at the
crowded room. banged hug gavel, and called lus
courtroom to order.

"In the mterests of expediency. the approaching
holiday season. and niy lack of patience, I'm
allowing exactly two hours for each opening
statement. T want this trial started as soon as the
lunch break is over. Mi. Minelli, you have the
floor,” the judge said to the prosecutor.



Socrates Maris was on his feet in an mstant.
"Your Honor, I can't possibly keep miy opening
argumnent to two hours."”

"Then you have a problem. Mr. Maris. Sit
down!"”

Mmelli smirked. Chalk one up for the
prosecution.

Nathan nudged Alex. and whispered. "Let's
hope the judge's attitude 15 a harbinger of
things to come.”

The moment they arrived at the house in Lisbon
that Lizzie had purchased. the women headed
for the bathrooms. where they showered.
washed thernr hair, and dressed in  casual
sundresses that showed off thewr beautiful tans.
Aside from a slash of lipstick, they needed no



other makeup.

The house nestled nudway up a cliff and had
evay convenlence possible plus a spakling
blue pool. A maid came m to clean and cook
for them when the women notified her of their
impending arrival. The property was as private
as 1t was exclusive. Two motor scooters were
in the garage. and that's how they got about
town. Neither Lizzie nor Aggie was
comfortable driving a big car up and down the
steep. winding roads where more than one
vehicle had gone over the clifts. As Lizzie said,
they were as safe here as they were i Fayal.

To Lizzie's delight, and Aggie's chagrm, there
was even a nude beach a mile away.

Aggie poured them both a glass of local wine
betore she ttuned on the big-screen televizion
set to CNN. where the trial was in its second
day. Each time the cameraman pamed the



spectators. both Agcgie and Lizzie leaned
forward for a closer look.

Lizzie curled herself into the comer of a cream-
colored sota covered in a soft nubby material.
She'd slept on the couch with Alice on many
evenings when they came to Lisbon to get away
from the smmeness of the small 1xland where
they now lived. She looked over at Aggie, who
was making a face at what she was seemg on
the screen.

A Dbotanist, and the author of one of Will
Fargo's butterfly books. was on the stand. Tt
only took nmumtes for both women to realize
he was a poor witness. Agoie groaned.

"Is that prosecutor as stupid as he looks? He's
not asking the right ¢uestions. I could do a
better job. Hell. I did do a better job. T spelled 1t
all out right on each one of those buttertly
pages. Why aren't they getting it? Once vou



understand Will's code, it's a piece of cake.
Maybe they didn't want to spend the tiume.
You're right. Aggie, those auys are going to
walk." In a fit of sometlung she couldn't
explain, Lizzie jumped up and tumed off the
television.

Agoie watched her sister out of the comer of
her eye. She powred two more glasses of the
finity wine and held one out to Lizzie, who had
becun pacing up and down the long living
roo1.

Lizzie's voice was shrill when she asked. "\Who
else does the prosecution have to call as a
witnegs? Nobody, that's who." she answered
herself. "Sadie? The cluef? Luke Sims. Mavbe a
few rookies. They aren't gomg to open their
mouths, and we both know it. Why'd they even
bother to take the dann case to comt? They're
gomg to hang this all on you. Aggie. A process
of elinunation.”



"Lizzie, please, sit down. They can't hang it on
me. Where's thewr hard proof?”

"They don't need hard proof. Circumstantial
will do it. Your car is miszing. Tom's car was
stolen. Tom was yowr partner, and he's dead. D-
E-A-D. Aggie. All those drugs convemently
showed up m the Salvation Ammy bin the day
yvou disappear. Theyre gomg to say vou got
cold feet or something like that. and you bailed
out. You worked in the evidence room. Not
you literally, I did it tor you. Conceivably, I
could have switched sugar for diugs. All they
were Interested m was the weight. and 1t
matched. They're gomg to say the night of vour
accident you and Tom were trying to peddle
dimgs and something went awry with the deal.
Tom's dead. so he can't back vou up. and vou're
lett twisting m the wind. Add Dutch Davig's
hatred of you. and that's the whole ball of wax.
They'll try to pin that night on you. some way,
somehow, too. Mark my words, Acgie, that's



exactly how it's gomge to go down. Each one of
those guys on trial 1¥ gomg to say the same
thing. You and Tom were the bad guys. Mavbe
we should go back and tell the truth. When they
see Doth of us, and understand what we were
trying to do, 1t nueht sway the juy. I'll do 1t if
you think i1t will work. Tt has to be vour
decision, Aggie."

"If it's niy decision. then we're staving here.
Mavbe someday we'll be able to go back and
make things right. Now 1sn't the right tine.
Chalk it up to cop instinct, okay."”

It was the seventh day of the trial. with the
defense calling witness atter witness. To a man
they said the same thing. To a man they said
they were staunch defenders of the law. To a
man they said there was something not quite
right about Tom MMadsen., Aenes Jade, and her



killer dog. To a man they extolled each other's
hardworking credo. smcerity, and dedication to
making the city of’ Atlanta a safe place tor its
citizens. To a man they said they would file suit
agamst the Atlanta PD if they weren't remstated
with back pay and benefits paid m full. To a
man they said there was no such thing as the
blue wall of silence. It didn't matter that they
sounded rehearsed. defiant. and even cocky.
The words were loud and clear for the juy to
hear.

Saul Baumearten was rounder than a pumpkin.
He had sharp Dblue ever and an even sharper
tongue. He sidled up to Nathan, and said,
"Hawk. go outside. cowrt's about to adjowmn.
The guy trom CNN is waiting to mterview youl.
Take Dr. Rossiter with vou. Good luck. buddy.”

"Thanks. I owe you one. By the way, can you be
a little less kind to those devils when you write
your colunmn tomght? You know what they say



about the Devil. It's evil with a capital D."

Baumgarten grinmed. "Nathan, I've been writing
blistering colunms  sice tlus whole thing
started. The cluef blue-pencils every single one.
There's nothing else I can do."”

"ICeep doing it. T swear, if those bastards get
reinstated, I'm moving out of Atlanta. If they're
our finest. we're in the tall grass. You need to
put that i your colunm. too.”

"Consider it done, buddy. Beat it now before
court shuts down and they snag someone else
for the mterview."”

Nathan and Alex walked down the steps to
where a young man holding a nucrophone
waited. Make it good., Baumgarten had said.
Nathan telt tongue-tied suddenlty. It looked like
Alex was faring no better than he was.



They introduced themselves and looked straight
into the camera.

"We'll start with you. Dr. Rossiter. How do
you think the trial is going? Mr. Maris said he
plans to wrap up the defense tist thing in the
morning. Ay thoughts on that?"

"I have quite a few thoughts on the trial
Untortunately. they are not fit for television
news. I don't like what I've seen and heard
inside that comrtroom. It anyone has been set
up. it's Detective Jade. I've known her for a
good many vears. She's a dedicated police
officer. I see no good reason for those men on
trial to malien her to save their own skins.
Theyre trying to sluft  attention  fiom
themselves, and Detective Jade iz their
scapegoat.”

"If what you say is true, Dr. Rossiter, why did
Detective Jade cut and run?"



"Think about what vou just asked me. Would
you want that pack of jackals mn there coming
after you once yvou blew the whistle? There 1x a
blue wall. and we both know it. She ran
because she feared for her life.”

The nucrophone was suddenly close to
Nathan's face. He looked straight into the
camera. "T'm Nathan Hawlk, and I work for the
Journal-Constitution. 1 agree totally with Dr.
Rossiter. I'm going to take it one step further. It
those police officers inside the cowthouse, the
ones on trial. walk away from this. I'm leaving
Atlanta. I no longer feel safe living in this city."

"And that. ladies and gentlemen. are the views
fiom two of Atlanta’s upstanding citizens.
What's this I'm hearing?” the mterviewer said,
moving uickly away trom Nathan and Alex.

Nathan and Alex both twimed at the excitement
they heard in the reporter’s voice.



They looked at each other expectantly,
wondering what was up. They moved over to
the side when the cush of spectators and
reporters exited the courthouse. This tune it
was the prosecutor the newsmen headed
toward, not Socrates DMaris, who stood
scowling on the side of the cowrthouse with his
clients. For the first time since the start of the
trial. he and lus clients were not the center of
the media attention. It was obvious that the
lawyer and lus clients didn't like the unexpected
turn of events.

"Hey, the cuy looks like he sprouted a set of
brass balls all of a sudden. Alex whispered,
pointing to the prosecutor. "He looks
confident, too. Are you thinkmg what I'm
thinking, Nathan?"

Nathan mbbed lus hands together cleefully.
"Waybe he tound a smoking gun. What else
could make lum look like that. Shhh, what's he



saying?”

"You'll have to wait till tomormow. Mystery
witnesses are the best witnesses, that's why
they're called niystery witnesses. Smoking gun?
I'll let you decide tomorrow. That's all T have to
say, gentlemen. Perthaps Mr. Maris, who. of
course, had to be informed of the new witness's
identity., will answer your questions. Have a
nice evenmng." the prosecutor said. tripping
lightly down the steps to the sidewalk.

"Well. well, well." Nathan said happily. "Maybe
we are going to get a smoling gun atter all. I'm
not going to be able to sleep tomght. How
about vou, Alex? Before I forget, don't you
think 1t's a little strange that no mention was
made of those two packets of money I sent
back to the police? We were going to use the
money to pay off Acwie’s smtch. Pippy, but
then things started happenmg so fast, we never
did get to talk to lum."



Alex sliugged. "Agoie said the whole
department was on the take. Maybe that means
the money never got to where it was supposed
to zo. But you sent it back. so it 1sn't your
problem.”

'"No. I am not gomng to be able to sleep either.
Want to help me wallpaper the wupstams
batlwoom? Free beer. and T'll even spring for a
pizza."

They were good friends these days. meeting up
once or twice a week to have dinner or just to
pound a few beers and talk about their lost
loves. In the beguming, it was a way to talk
abont Aggie and Lizzie, but as Nathan started
helping Alex with lhis renovations, the two
developed a real bond of mutual respect and
fitendship.

"' your man. I have to go back to the office
first, though. I'm gomg to see if any of the



troops have an in with the prosecutor. Mavbe
we can get some kind of a heads up. Maris 1:0't
talking. Seven okay?"

"Seven's fine."”

"Good. T'll see vou then. Don't start without
nme. Believe it or not. T know how to wallpaper.
I used to help nry dad. I even know how to
match seams. Whatever vou do, don't start
cutting the paper till T get there. By the way, if
Aggie saw you. I can guarantee you she's in
tears."”

"Yeah. For all the good it's gomg to do me.
You did okay vourselt, Nathan."

Nathan waved as he walked ott. The officers on
trial and Socrates Maris  watched i,
speculative expressions on thew faces. He
turned around once, a wicked grin on his face.
His nuddle finger shot upward in a single-digit



salute. "Every dog gets his day, you assholes.”
he nuttered.

"Lizzie, Lizzie! Wake up! Lizzieeee!"

Lizzie bolted upright. "What? Her sleep-filled
gaze went to the televizion set. Her heart
pounding m her chest, she slipped off the couch
and crawled over to where Aggie was sitting in
front of the set. "It's them! It's really them.”
Lizzie's voice cracked with emotion. "Oh, he
lost weight. Look how tived he looks. Look!
Look! He's looking right at me."”

"Shut up, Lizzie. I'm tryving to hear what Alex is
saying. Oh, God. he looks so good. T could just
cy. He lost weiglt. too. He looks just as tired
as Nathan. How sweet. Listen to the way he's
defending me. That's love. That's really love."
Aggle's volce was ecstatic.



Lizzie lmgged her knees. tears rolling down her
cheeks. How dear he looked. How wonderful.
She moved closer to her sister. They huddled
together. crying unashamedly.

"Shhh, listen,” Aggie said. When the camera
moved closer to the prosecutor, they could still
see Nathan and Alex on the fringe of people
clustered around the television reporter. "It's
snowing there."

"Did vou hear that? A mivstery witness! YWho,
Aggie? My God. who? Think! Think hard,
Aggie. Who would cut a deal and twin state's
evidence?"”

'"None of them. The fix was in. You've heard
the same thing I've been hearing. There wounld
be no need for one of them to squeal. It's got to
be zomeone else. I don't have a clue, Lizzie.
Whoever he or she is, they better be danm good
because Maris will chew them up and spit them



out all in one breath. On the flip side of that,
maybe it was just something the DA said to get
a rise out of Marig. Oh, God. Lizzie, T am =0
homesick."

They clung to one another. sobbing then hearts
out. For the would haves. the could haves. the
shonld haves.

"What I have here, Alex, is better than gold
Better than the new sled vou got Christmas
moring when you were a kid. Better even than
your first kiss. You. Dr. Alex Rossiter, are
going to be in my debt forever."”

"T had thirty nunutes of sleep, and vou want to
play guessing games. Hell. T haven't even had

niy coftee yet. What. Nathan?"

"The crown jewels! Two passes to cowt this



moming! Bum came tlroueh and weaseled
themn somehow. I didn't ask questions. No
seats, standing room only, but who cares.”

'"Not me, that's for sure! Make some coffee,
Nathan. I still have to shower and shave. In my
newly wallpapered bathroom. I can be in and
out m fitteen nuumites. There are some Englizh
mutting in the fridee if vou're lnnary. We have
time. Man. I am psyched.”

"Dka}f.”

Nathan rolled lus neck to loosen the tension m
his shounlders. He was wearing a swit, white
dress shirt, and a tie. He wasn't sure why. He
was stunned fifteen nunutes later when Alex
appeared. also wearing a suit, shirt, and tie.

"I took my cue from vou. Ficured we were
getting dressed up for a reazon. My mother
always said look vour best when you're



preparing to go to battle. T feel like this 1z niy
own personal battle."”

"Drink that coffee fast, Alex. There's going to
be a lot of tratfic this moming. By the way, m
case you didn't look ontside, it's snowing. and
it's sticking on the ground.”

'"No lkidding. Danm, maybe it will wash
evervthing clean. Anew day. Justice 18 served,
The good guys win. That kind of thing." Alex
aulped at the coftee m his cup. He was funished
in geconds. "Okay. I'm ready.”

Nathan turmed the coffeepot off, then took a
last swig tirom las cup. "This could all be one
giant let down. I've always been an optmmnist,
but this whole thing has twned me into a
pessimist. My fingers ave crossed. I don't know
what either one of us is gomng to do it this goes
awry. I am personally not prepared for defeat.
What about you?"



"Never heard the word before Alex said,
locking the door behind lum. "It really is
snowing." Nathan just rolled his eyes.

They reached the cowrthouse, parked. and made
it tlwrough the metal detectors with tloree
nunutes to spare. Both men were breathing
hard when they took their places agamnst the
back wall.

The courtroom was packed. Nathan flinched
when he heard the locks snap mto place. Two
deputies took up their positions on either side
of the door. If Lizzie were there. she would
have said she could simell the testosterone.

"All rise! The Honorable Stanley Eberhart
presiding.” the clerk of the court said loudly.

The shuffling. the tlwoat clearing, the chairs
scraping back sounded like thunder in Nathan's
ears.



The judge banged his gavel. He looked down at
the laptop sitting on lis desk. Hiz fingers
moved, then he looked out at the crowded
room. "The defense mformed tlhis cowt
yesterday that they were gomg to rest their case
this morming. Iz that still yowr mtention,
Counselor? If' so. the prosecution has one last
witness. Tl allow two hours for cross
examination, then another tlwee howrs for
closing argunents. Don't even think about
using up any more of the court's time. Are vou
resting, vr. Marig?"

"Yes, Your Honor, the defense rests.”
"Mr. hMinelli, call vour last witness."

Nathan looked around the crowded courtroom.
The officers on trial looked ftearful. Maris
looked beecrten. Tt was alimost as if he knew his
platinum record was about to be broken. A
giant swoosiing sound echoed around the



room. everyone sucking m their breath in
anticipation of the mystery witness about to
take the stand.

The prosecutor looked at the deputies at the
back of the room. He nodded. He tuned to the
judge, and said, "T call to the stand."— he
twmned to look at Maris and the defendants—"
Detective Zachary Miller!"”

Nathan thought he was going to pass out. Alex
gripped his arm so tight he knew he was going
to have bruises for a week. In lus life he'd never
heard such silence. He craned lus neck to stare
at the defendants’ expressions. They weren't

pretty.
Two federal marzshals ezcorted Detective Miller

to the stand and moved off to the side, their
hands placed loosely on then sidearms.

The cowrt clerk stepped forward. the Bible m



her hand. "Do vou swear to tell the truth, the
whole truth, and nothing but the truth, o help
you God?"

"T do."

"State vour name for the record.”

"Zachary Jolm Miller. I'm a retired detective on
the Atlanta Police Department.”

"Pleasze be seated.”

"Detective Miller, did you come forward
voluntarily?"

"Yes, sir, I did. I called your offices vesterday
and asked if T could testify for the prosecution.”

"T'm not gome to ask you any questions, M.
Miller. Just tell your story to the cowt. M.
Mariz can ask the cuestions when vyou're



finizhed.”

Zack Miller looked out across the room., his
gaze finally coming to rest on Dutch Davis.

"I came here today for three reasons. My wife
died six months ago. She made me promise to
do the night thing. I spent those six months
agrieving and trying to fimwe out how to go
about doing the right thing. I was diagnosed
with pancreatic cancer two months ago. That
diagnosiz alone made it imperative that I come
here. The third reason is, T will not allow my
fellow officers to run the life and career of
Detective Jade."

"Easy., big ouv.”" Nathan said to Alex. who
looked like he was gomg to pass out. "Easy
does it. That tall grass is flattening out right in
front of us."

"Tt all started ten vears ago. It was small stuff in



the beginmnme. Most of us just looked the other
way. As the operation got bigger and bigger,
the temptation to take money for looking the
other way became areater. Speaking strictly for
nryself, what turned me was niy wite's medical
bills. T was drowmmng i debt. T'd lost two
children, niy wite needed constant medical
help. round-the-clock nurses. T never used a
permy of the money they paid me except for the
medical bills. T tumed over the rest to the
district attormey vesterday, along with the dates,
the amounts of money. and who those amounts
were paid to., mamly doctors, nurses, and
hospitals,

"They are the officers in miy old outfit. Dutch
Davis and Joe Sonders were the leaders. If an
officer made noises like he didn't want to go
along with 1t he had an accident, or his tanuly
was tlreatened. Detective Tom Madsen had a
blowup with Dutch in the squad room one
morming. Tom knew what was going on, but,



he kept quiet and looked the other way. Then a
big bust went down. only all the diugs
disappeared. There were 210 tlree-pound bags
of pure, uncut cocaine.

"That's when I put in for early retuement. Tom
started acting strange. The cuys said he was a
wild card and couldn't be trusted. No one knew
if he contided in Detective Jade or not.

"That might. the night Tom was killed, he and
Detective Jade were on their own time. Tom
scheduled a meeting with one of the guys who
was supposed to buy those 210 bags of
cocaine. Tom was flving blind. I know that
because Dutch Davis was howling about how
they couldn't let that happen. prior to that niglt.
Tom and Jade's smtch. a @uy named Pippy.
twmed them on to the deal, and how it was
going to go down. Davis, Sonders, and some of
their cronies ambushed them. Detective Jade
and the dog were supposed to die, too. As you



know, they were hit with automatic weapons'
fire. Thank God Jade and the dog didn't die. I
didn't tind out about it till the next day. I had
been called out of work earlier in the day
because my wite was taken to the hospital. The
gang had hidden the diugs mside the seats of
Madsen's and Jade's cars. Then after that night,
when the cars were taken to the impound lot,
they couldn't afford to take the diugs out.”

The judge leaned forward to stare at the
witness. "Detective, would you like to have me
call a recess? Would vou like a glass of water?"

'"No, Your Honor, I'm fine. T just want to get
this over with."”

"Take vour time, Detective. As nmch as you
need."

Zack nodded. stiugeling to take long deep
breaths. Some of the color retwined to his face.



He nodded to show he was ready to continue.

"They all thought when I retired to the Florida
Keys, they were gomg to contmue their
operation. They had big plans to use me and my
fishing boat. T didn't go to the Keys, though.
Instead, I went out of the country and moved
around a lot until nmy wite couldn't take it
anvimore.  She became too ill. She knew
something was wrong. I tinally told her what
I'd been doing. She told me I had to make 1t
right. She made me pronuse. I knew I had to
make it right, and had plans to go to the DA as
soon as... when it was time. I just didn't expect
it to be so soon. I had to arieve tor niy wife and
figure out how I was going to make it all come
out right. Then I found out T was ternunally 1lL
The decision was made for me, and here I am."”

Zack did lus best to straighten up in the witness
chair. He looked straight at the jury when he
said, "Those men sitting there, the defendants



on trial today, that's only the tip of the icebere
Contrary to what vou might have heard and
read, there is a blue wall.

"Yes. Detective Jade ran. She's probably gomg
to be muming for the rest of her life because
what vou have here 1z just the tip of the iceberg
like T said. She's an honest cop. One of the
good auys. The kind of cop T used to be.”

The entire cowtroom watched as retired
Detective Zack Miller slumped forward. The
prosecutor ran to lum. "Pills, right pocket." The
prosecutor fumbled m Zack's pocket for a
brown wvial. "Two." Zack said. A deputy
appeared with a glass of water. Zack swallowed
the pills. leaned back., and waited for them to
kick m.

"This court will take a ten-mumite recess. Mr.
MMinelli, bring your witness to my chambers.
M. Marig, vou are free to jom us."”



"Let's go get a cup of coffee. Alex. "The
engineer looked o dazed. Nathan had to lead
him out of the room.

"T think T'll just go on home, Nathan. Mavbe T'll
stop and pick up a Cluistmas tree. I didn't do
any shopping vet. either. You're supposed to
pick out a tree when it's cold and snowy. It
really is sticking even though the roads are
slushy. I hope they don't fieeze. The roads, I
mean.”

"Alex, shut up! This could all tun on a dime. It
does not mean we'll never see them again. You
are not going home, and you are not going to
pick out a Christmas tree without me. We're
gomg to see thig through to the end. You and
me, together. Now. let's get that coffee.”

Two  thousand nules away, Anthony



Papadopolus looked away from the television
set he was staring at. He pressed a button on a
congole next to his chaw. The door opened
silently. "Do it!"

"Yes, sir. Right away. sir."

C N

"Aggie! It's Zack! Zack Miller. Zack 1s the
nystery witness. Are you listening to me,
Agegie? Ohmy God, he looks. .. he looks sick. ”

Both girls scooted closer to the television set.
They held on to each other as the retmed
detective took the oath. then walked slowly to
his seat belund the railing.

They listened. hardly daring to breathe. as Zack
started to speak. Aggoie kept wiping her eyes
with the hem of her tee shut. Lizzie simtted,
blowing her nose every few seconds.



A long time later, Lizzie midged her sister. "Tt's
over, r1ght?"

Aggie shoolt her head. "Didn't you hear what he
said, Lizzie? Dutch and Joe and a few of the
others are just the tip of the icebere. The others
will go to around.” She swiped at her eves
agaimn before she tuwimed back to the televizion.
Lizzie cried harder.

It was twenty nunutes to tlree when the judge
again called a short recess. Agam., Zack Miller
was taken to the judge's chambers.

The detective was tiring, but he had refused to
give m, even to DMans's mthless cross-
examination.

Alex led the way down the hall to the elevator.
"I need some fresh awr. And. I'm going to bum a



cigarette off someone."”
"You won't have to. I have a pack m my coat.”

Outside, the wind seemed to be whippig from
all directions. Nathan held his arm up to ward
off the wind so Alex counld light lus cigarette. A
plume of smoke fought with the swirling wind
and snowflakes. Nathan shook hix head to
show he didn't want a cigarette.

"The steps are icing up. Alex said flatly,
"Some suprise, huh?"”

"Maris 1sn't getting anywhere, and he knows it.
For as sick as he 15, Miller 1z unflappable. So
he cut a deal. so what. The man 1s dying.
There's no reason tor lum to lie. He did clear
Aggie, though. That's what I care about.”

Nathan felt the presence. whirling around to
see a tall man who looked familiar.



"Mr. Hawk?"”

"Yes, I'm Nathan Hawk."

"Dr. Rossiter?"

"T'm Dr. Rossiter."

"WWill you follow me please.”

Alex and Nathan looked at one another. Like
robots, they followed the tall. impeccably
dressed man down the steps to a long, black
stretch lumousine.

In an instant, a chauffer . wuform was
holding the door open. Nathan bent down to
peer ingide. He straightened up. and said, "Are

you a cop?”

The man laughed. "Hardly. Get in, gentlemen.
You're safer with us than you would be with



your mother at your side. And take these,
please. You will need them where vou are

goimg."”
"What the hell. Okay.”

The door closed the moment they were settled
ingide. The glags partition dividing the front
firom the back slid upward.

"This 15 a pretty stupid move on our part,
Hawlz. Who the hell 1z that guy?"

"T don't know. I do know I've seen him or else
met him zomevwhere. T got a nose for stuft like
this. Remember what I do tor a living.”

"How can I remember when vour body parts
wash up off the Atlantic somewhere."”

Even with the slushy roads and the swirling
snow, the driver was making excellent time.



"Where the hell are we gome, Nathan?"

"T have no cliue, Alex. But I think we're about
to tind out. Thig road takes us to the auport.
It's kind of hard to see out these Dblack
windows. I don't know wliy I say this, but I
think this velucle 1z bulletproof.”

"What!" Alex sputtered.

The limo stopped. The chauffeur and the man
in the tront seat both got out at the same time.
The door opened. Nathan and Alex both got
out. They looked around. thewr eyes full of
(questions.

The tall man pointed to the right. "Thev're
waiting for you."

The sleek., impressive Gulfstream was indeed
waiting. The steps were bemg lowered as they
watched.



"The pilot's cleared for takeoff. Huury." the tall
man said.

"Wait just a mumite." Alex blustered.

Nathan reached for the tall man's arm and
squeezed it. "T remember where I saw vou.
Youhe..."

"Mr. Papadopolus said to tell vou. Godspeed.
Sometimes he gets overly dramatic. Jet fuel is
expensive. Go!"

Nathan and Alex both sprinted to the
Gultstream and barreled up the steps. The steps
were taken away. the door closed, and the
aircraft was taxing down the runway before
they were buckled mto their seats.

"This is just a guess on niy part, partner, but I
think wete on our way to see those two
woimen who are in our bloodstreams.”



"Hot danm!"



Epilogue

It was midafternoon, Portuguese time, when
Nathan and Alex stepped oft the rickety plane
that had been chartered for them., onto hard
gromnd. After clearing mmugration using the
passports they had been siven. they made their
way to the car rental agency, canving their
jackets and overcoats. They were told there
were no cars available, but there were two
scooters. They signed ot on them and stufted
therr wmter clothing into the wire baskets
attached to the back tenders. With a map, they
headed down the main road that wounld take
them to the little village on Faval they had been
ingtructed to go to.

They stopped once at a local shop to show the
proprietor a picture of Aggie that Alex had
talken back m Pennsvlvania. She was standing
next to her organic carrot patch, Gus at her
side. She was smiling into the camera.



“Sim.” A chubby woman pomted down the
road. "Veg-a-ta-bals." she said. She held up one
finger.

"T think she means one kilometer."” Nathan said.
The woman pointed to Gus and pretended to
cower in fear. Then she laughed. They laughed
with her.

Ten nunutes later, both scooters came to a
screeching halt. The marketplace was almost
empty. A few late stragglers were picking up
vegetables and fiuit on then way home fiom
work.

Aggie, newly arrived back on Faval after an
wrgent sunumons that she and Lizzie still had
not made any sense of. looked up when Gus
stood. his tail swishing. He barked. a bone-
clullmg sound. until he saw two figures
running toward them. Aggie’s hand went to her
heart and then to her mouth. "Alext Oh, niy



God. is it really vou! What? How? Nathan! I'm
not dreanung, am I?"

"You better not be dreanung because I'm going
to kiss you until your teeth rattle.”

"T don't know what to say. Ohhhhly."

Nathan dropped to his haunches as he tussled
with Gus. "How's it gomng, big guy? I wish vou
could talk. T think they're gomng to be at that for
a while," he said. locoking at the liplock zomng
on between Ageie and Alex.

"If vou tell me where Lizzie is, T'll get out of
your way."

Aggie disengaged herself for a second. "She's at
a mide beach a mule or so trom here. Go slow,
and Gusg will show you the way. You gotta
strip down, or they won't let you on the beach.
Don't wonty. no one fooks. Take Nathan to



Lizzie, Gus." The dog barked. prancing
alongside the motor scooter. Nathan clunbed
on, revved the engine, and crawled forward.
Gus looked back once as if to say. can't you go
a little taster. He did.

Gus came to a halt at a thatched Iut on the
roadside. A high wooden fence separated what
he assumed was the beach trom the mam road.
There were a number of signs i different
languages. The one m English said NO
CLOTHING ALLOYWED.

When i Rome.

Nathan stripped down to the buff, paid lus
admigzion, and walked through the gate. Ao
one fooks was what Aggie said. Evervone on
the danm beach was lookmg at him. His hands
immediately  went downward. A woman
walking past said. "First time, huh?" Nathan's
head bobbed up and down.



Gus raced ahead, to where a woman was
reclimmg m a canvas chair. He barked at the
dog lying beside her. Alice reared up. and the
two of them raced down the beach.

"Hey. Lizzie. guess who?" Nathan called. lus
voice crackimg with all the attention he was
getting from the other mide sunbirds.

"Nathan! Nathan Hawk! My God. I must have
had a sunstroke. Nathan. is 1t really you!"

"In the fes/t/” He ran then, not caring if the
whole world saw his wobbly ass. She was m
his amms m a heartbeat. She smelled of
seawater, sand, and soap. He lmgged her so
tight she squealed. Then he kissed her. And she
kissed hinm back. They only broke apart when
all the sun worshipers clapped their hands.

"Oh, Nathan. kiss me agam. Don't worry about
them, no one /ooks. ”



They were on their third bottle of wine outside
Lizzie's little house. Aggie had cooked dmmer,
and now they were sitting on the grass, making
plans to go to Lisbon on the moiming boat.

"The pilot gave me this thick envelope and said
it was from yowr fitend. Mr. P. T forgot all
about 1t until now. I guess we should read it
betore we make any more plans.”

Their heads bent together so they could read the
papers by the lanternlight.

Nathan looked at the tlwee of them. his voice
siuddenly serious. "You realize, you can't go
back, right?" The sisters nodded. "That's the
bad news. The good news is, Alex and I are
staving here. It seems Mr. P. bought Fayal's
newspaper for me. I will be running it. He also
secied a position for Alex teaclung at the



school. He's taking care of all owr busmess for
us, and it will be forthconung. Whatever that
means. He said he will be visiting us for a
fitendly game of cards sometime in the spring,
when he comes here on his honeymoon. He
sald he's sailing here in vour yacht.”

Nathan looked over at Lizzie. "He and Noreen
are getting married. Noreen wants to know
where she should register m Faval for wedding
aitis."”

Lizzie and Aggie broke into peals of langhter.

They stopped laughing long enough to ask, "Is
that all?"

'"Nope. There's one more thing. He said. Merry
Christmas, kiddo.""

"Come on," Lizzie said, jumping to her feet.
She reached down tor lus hand. "Let's go tor a



walk on the beach.” She stood on her toes, and
whispered. "I never made love on a sandy beach
betore.”

"T'm your man, lady. Let's go."

"Wait for us, we're going. too." Aggie said,
yvanking Alex to his feet. The dogs ran ahead.

"And they said vou were a wild card. Lizzie
Jade. They don't know the half’ of it. Did vou
miss me?"

"With every breath I took."”

"Me. too."

"Oh, life is so good." they heard Aggie squeal
happily.

"Better than good. it's peifect.” Alex said.



