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"Our relationship has grown stale."


"Give me a break, Max."


"You're shallow, Muffin."


"Shallow?" She gave a snort of disgust. "This coming from a man who was married to a gold digger named Bunny for three years? Now, there's a relationship with depth."


He grinned. "There's something to be said for gold diggers. A man always knows where he stands. In the end, both parties get what they want."


"And we both know you always get what you want. But let me remind you, Maximillian Holt, I'm the best thing that has ever happened to you. You need me. I listen to your problems, I feed that enormous ego of yours, and I can match wits with you any day. With both hands tied behind my back, I might add."


"Don't forget I made you what you are today, sweetheart. Without me you'd be nothing."


"And don't you forget, I'm the one who bails you out every time you get your ass in a sling. Speaking of which, you're out of fuel. You're running on fumes."


"How far to the nearest gas station?"


"A good ten miles."


"You could have told me sooner."


"Yes, I could have."


"I've created a monster."


Max guided the radically customized car down the narrow mountain road, taking each twist and turn with the precision of a professional driver. A Pink Floyd CD played from a cutting-edge sound system that would not be available to consumers for at least another year.


Max took a great deal of pride in his automobile, the same one his friends laughingly referred to as his Maxmobile. The car had been designed from the chassis up by former NASA scientists. The body and frame were composed of titanium and a newly identified polymer that offered the lightness of fiberglass and the durability of the strongest steel. The end result had resembled a Porsche, but Max's version was bigger, better, and could do things that car manufacturers would not find on their drawing boards for years to come. Nothing was indestructible, but the Maxmobile came close.


The dashboard was more complicated than the cockpit of a Learjet. A team of first-rate computer whizzes, hired away from top government contractors, had created the car's instrumentation using state-of-the-art equipment. Spread out among luxury automotive goodies like a tachometer, an altimeter, and a global positioning satellite system were a highly enhanced PDA, keyboard, a digital speech recognition module, a photo-quality printer, a fax, a satellite phone, an HDTV display screen, and a full video-conferencing suite, all operated by a high-powered computer that was smaller than an ashtray. Thanks to all these modifications, Max, if he wanted to, could run his vast business empire without ever getting out of his car.


Only a man like Max Holt would have laid out the kind of money it had taken to build such a machine; and only a man like Max would have created computer intelligence with voice recognition technology and a sassy personality to match. Just for the fun of it, he had named her Muffin and programmed her with a sexy voice that one employee claimed gave him a stiffie every time he heard it.


There were those who'd said it couldn't be done. Max had proved them wrong. He insisted on the best. He drove himself and his employees hard. If he exuded confidence it was because he always succeeded in what he set out to do. Always. Not a difficult task for a man with an off-the-charts IQ, and a business acumen that put fear in the hearts of his toughest competitors. He'd created two companies, simply to put a scare into AOL and Microsoft. The television network he'd purchased ten years ago had grown far beyond even his own imagination. He had recently sold all three companies for a king's ransom, simply because they no longer offered the challenges he craved.


The New York Times, Newsweek, and Money magazine were clamoring for interviews, but Maximillian Holt did not give interviews. He maintained a low profile at all costs. Sure, photographers had grainy pictures of him slipping into buildings wearing expensive Italian suits, or ducking into stretch limos with a gorgeous model or actress on his arm, but he was clever at keeping his image out of the media. Most people wouldn't recognize him, even if they did know his name.


And that's the way Max liked it.


He had homes all over the world, but he preferred his horse farm in Virginia, not far from his cousin Nick who'd instilled in Max a love of horses. His farmhouse offered sanctuary from his hectic lifestyle, and he maintained his privacy with cameras, an alarm system he'd personally created, and enough security personnel to guard the White House.


People called him eccentric and egotistical, but Max had never cared what others thought. He made his own rules, especially when it came to women. He didn't like entanglements. Commitment was a four-letter word that spurred him to move on the minute a woman mentioned it. As a result, he had a reputation for being a ladies' man, but he was generous to a fault and did his best to end relationships on a positive note that often created close friends out of once intimate relationships. This included his ex-wife, Bunny, who, with his help, had launched a new line of bath and body products that competed heavily with the likes of Crabtree and Evelyn. Max liked to think women benefited from knowing him because he believed he was a better man from having been in their company.


"Speaking of women," Max said after a moment. "I want a complete printout on Jamie Swift. See if you can find a photo."


"What do you mean see if I can find a photo? Of course I can find a photo. I can get everything on anybody at any time, including where they purchase their lingerie."


By the time Max stopped for gas and filled his tank, Muffin had a complete dossier and recent photo of Jamie Swift. "Not bad," he said. "You know how I like blondes."


Muffin gave a snort. "Not to mention brunettes and redheads. But you can forget this one, stud. She's engaged to one Phillip Ravenal Standish, a well-respected tax attorney, and the most eligible bachelor in Beaumont, South Carolina."


"Your point being?"


"Hands off. You're going to Beaumont because your sister Deedee needs you."


Max smiled. "Deedee needs more help than I'm capable of giving her. Besides, there's no sin in checking on my investment with the Beaumont Gazette while I'm in town. And having the pleasure of meeting Miss Swift. After all, I'm her partner."


"Silent partner. And when she finds out Deedee asked you to help her financially—"


"She's not going to find out."


"The woman isn't stupid, Max. As soon as she discovers you're Deedee's brother, she'll put two and two together. She and Deedee might be close friends, but I'm willing to bet she won't appreciate people discussing her financial problems. She's struggled for years to keep her newspaper afloat."


"She was looking for an investor, and I have a fondness for the newspaper business. Don't forget I cut my teeth on my cousin's newspaper. There isn't much I don't know about it."


"Just don't lose sight of why we're really going to Beaumont," Muffin said. "Sounds like Frankie's in trouble."


"I still can't believe it," Max said. "Who would have thought my brother-in-law would run for mayor?"


"He's not the first wrestler to run for political office."


"I wonder if people still refer to him as Frankie-the-Assassin?"


"I'm sure he's maintained a following, despite having retired. By the way, it doesn't sound like Deedee is thrilled about his decision to join the political arena. Her last E-mail wasn't good."


"You should realize by now that although my sister is about as sweet as they come, her life is one crisis after another. Just like our mother," he added.


"You don't sound especially fond of your sister."


"Oh, I'm crazy about Deedee, although we've never had much in common. She's ten years older than me. Not to mention a little flaky at times," he added.


"Your brother-in-law doesn't seem at all concerned about what's going on," Muffin said.


"Frankie knew what he was getting into when he decided to go into politics, and he's not the first politician to receive hate mail." Max paused and smiled. "You know, Muffin, you're supposed to read my mail and report to me, not make judgments or offer advice. And then pout when I don't agree," he added. "One would think you were capable of emotion." The pride in his voice went unchecked. "And they said it couldn't be done. Guess I proved them wrong."


"You're gloating, Max. It's not flattering. Somebody needs to teach you a little humility."


"A good woman could do that."


"She'd have to be armed and dangerous."


"Send a fax to Miss Swift and tell her I'll drop by after lunch tomorrow. That'll give her time to have her hair done and buy a new dress for the occasion."


"Oh, puh-leese."


"Then take a nap. You're getting moody on me."


"You know I don't nap. That genius mind of yours couldn't find its way out of a paper sack without my assistance; much less make it all the way to Beaumont, South Carolina. Face it, Max. I'm indispensable."


* * * * *


"Double damn!" Jamie Swift dropped the fax as though it were hot to the touch. It fluttered to the top of her desk, face up, as though openly defying her to ignore it.


Her secretary, Vera Bankhead, drew herself up sharply. "You'd better be glad your father isn't alive to hear you, young lady. I warned you about using foul language in this office, what with me being a God-fearing Baptist and all. You owe the kitty one quarter for cursing."


Without taking her eyes off the fax, Jamie reached into a side drawer of her desk where she kept a stash of change. She pulled out a quarter and handed it to Vera. Sixty years old and the closest thing Jamie had ever had to a mother, Vera Bankhead was a woman to be reckoned with, and the only thing Jamie feared.


"Mr. Holt is coming here? Tomorrow?"


"That's what it says."


"This must be some kind of joke."


"Looks serious as an open grave to me, but then I'm just a lowly secretary who hasn't had a raise since they did away with garter belts."


"We have to stop him."


"I keep a .38 in my purse. It'll stop a Brahma bull at one hundred paces."


"We can't kill him, Vera. Besides, he owns a sizable portion of this newspaper. We simply have to find a way to detain him. I mean, would you look at this place!"


Both women paused and glanced around the office, or what there was left of it.


Vera nodded. "Yeah, well, I told you not to sell all the furniture."


"You knew you needed the money."


Jamie's managing editor, Mike Henderson, raced into her office, light brown hair uncombed, shirt badly wrinkled, and his coat askew. His briefcase reflected his personality; the fake leather pouches were stuffed with papers and newsworthy articles that he planned to follow up one day but never got around to. The tie he kept on hand in case he needed it peeked out from the side pocket of his jacket.


"Wonder whose bed he just crawled out of?" Vera muttered.


"Sorry I'm late," he said.


Jamie pressed her lips together in irritation. Mike was a good editor, but his poor time-management skills and sexual prowess kept him from doing the job he was capable of. She attributed it to immaturity; after all, he was only a year out of college. But he worked cheap.


"Do you know what time it is?" Jamie asked.


He paused and checked his wristwatch. "Oh, man, I'm later than I thought."


Vera gave a snort of disgust. "Long night?"


He looked slightly offended. "Okay, so I have a reputation for, well, never mind, but I actually worked most of the night and morning because of our deadline. I must've drifted off to sleep at some point because next thing I knew—"


"Well, Miss Swift has enough to worry about without you showing up this time of day."


He looked at Jamie. "Did another piece of equipment break down?"


"Worse," Vera said. "Mr. M. Holt is coming tomorrow, and this place is pitiful."


Mike looked around. "Yeah, we could use some furniture. Not to mention a few desks. I'm working on a damn card table. By the way, who the hell is M. Holt?"


There were no secrets in the office. Everyone knew Jamie struggled to keep the newspaper afloat. "Mr. Holt is the investor who prevented the bank from foreclosing on this place," Jamie said. She looked at Vera. "Why does he get to curse, and I don't?"


" 'Cause I didn't practically raise him and teach him good Christian manners like I did you. Besides, he's going to hell anyway for his tomcattin' ways."


Mike sighed. "I have trouble committing."


"You need to learn to keep your britches zipped, mister, and you need to be on time for work."


Mike's face reddened, but he, like the rest of the staff, knew better than to talk back to Vera. "What does the M stand for?" he asked as though desperately wanting to change the subject.


Jamie shrugged. "Who knows? I was just so glad to get the money I didn't care." She pulled out the center drawer of her battered desk and fumbled through it for a pack of unopened cigarettes.


Vera planted her hands on her hips. "Don't you dare light that cigarette, missy, or I'm going to quit on the spot, and then you're going to have to pay someone real money to run this office. Have you forgotten how hard it was for you to give up smoking in the first place? The only reason you started to begin with was because your daddy smoked."


"I'm not going to light the darn thing, Vera." Jamie tore into the pack and stuck one of the cigarettes between her lips. Oh, how she craved one. If ever there was a time to light up it was now. "We've got to do something about this place."


"Why are you looking at me?" Vera asked. "I don't have any say-so around here. I just keep my mouth shut and do what I'm told when I'm told. But let something go wrong and everybody comes running to Vera. Yessirree." She sank into the old leather chair facing Jamie's desk. "Somebody get me a cup of coffee. It helps me think better."


Jamie hurried down the hall and into the small kitchenette or what had once been a kitchenette before she had been forced to sell the refrigerator, microwave, table and chairs, and everything else that had not been nailed down. Thankfully, the cabinet and small stainless steel sink remained, which meant the coffeepot had a resting place and running water to rinse and fill it. Jamie returned to her office and handed Vera a cup of coffee that looked as though it had been brewed the day before. "It's hot," she warned.


Vera sipped cautiously. "Okay, I hate to do this, but I guess I have no choice. We can't allow Mr. Holt to see this place as is." She glanced around. "Lawd, I don't remember when these walls were last painted. We need to do something about that, too."


"You have an idea?" Jamie asked hopefully.


"A few people in this town owe me favors."


Jamie noted the thoughtful look on Vera's face. Baptist or not, the woman could be downright devious at times. "I'm listening."


"You know Herman Bates who owns Bates's Furniture? His son has been busted twice for DUI. Just so happens I was a nice person and kept it out of our arrest section. And then there was that messy scene between Tom Brown and his wife—"


"Tom Brown who owns the paint store?" Mike asked.


"Uh-huh. Seems he told his wife, Lorraine, he had to work late one night so he could finish painting the VFW Hall, and Lorraine decided to check it out. Found him and Beth Toomey doing the nasty on a sofa in the back office. I heard Lorraine went after both of them with a letter opener. Beth managed to call nine-one-one, and Lorraine was hauled in and thrown into the slammer."


"Oh, Jeez," Jamie mumbled.


"Yeah, and Tom refused to bail her out until she signed an agreement stating she wouldn't do him bodily harm. Didn't matter 'cause there was some serious butt-kicking when he got home."


"How come I don't know about this?" Jamie asked.


"I decided to keep it out of the newspaper, as well, because both families belong to my church."


Jamie shook her head. There were times she wondered who was in charge. Obviously it was a moot question. "So what's the point?"


Vera took another sip of her coffee as though trying to build the tension until she reached the climax of her idea. "We need this place painted, and we need furniture. Simple as that. Tom and Herman either do it my way or pay the price."


"Isn't blackmail a crime in this state?" Mike asked.


Vera set her coffee cup down and crossed her arms over her chest. "Not when it's for a good cause."


He and Jamie nodded as though it made perfect sense.


Vera rose from her chair in a queenly fashion. "Have either of you ever known me to fail when I set my mind to it? You can rest assured that it's as good as done. Vera Bankhead always comes through, and she doesn't mind getting her hands dirty in the process. Nosirree."


* * * * *


Deedee Holt Fontana sat at her French provincial dressing table and gazed into the mirror, frowning. Her Maltese, Choo-Choo, licked the last of Deedee's Frappuccino from a dainty white cup.


The man fussing with her hair paused. He wore his own coal-black hair in a buzz cut, with the exception of a few wispy bangs that he claimed were necessary because he felt his forehead was too tall. "What's wrong, sweetie pie?" He had a French accent mixed with a Louisiana drawl that was sometimes difficult to understand.


"Oh, Beenie, I need another face-lift," Deedee said in her Betty Boop voice. Despite having recently celebrated her forty-sixth birthday, Deedee had never lost the childlike quality that gave her an air of innocence. Even though she often appeared quite savvy and astute, her voice and air of innocence made Frankie, her husband of twenty years, want to take care of and protect her.


"You most certainly do not need a face-lift! You have one more face-lift, and your eyes are going to be at the back of your head, and you'll have to enter rooms butt first. You'll give new meaning to the words 'grand entrance.' " Beenie waved his comb from side to side as he spoke, as though conducting an orchestra. "Besides, how many women do you know who have an entire room devoted to their beauty queen trophies?"


"That was a long time ago, Beenie."


"Well, you're still a beauty queen as far as the rest of us are concerned but especially to that hunk of man you married. Why, the way he looks at you—" Beenie paused and shivered. "I get all goose-pimply every time I see it."


Deedee obviously wasn't listening because she seemed to take little delight in his words. "It's a wonder Frankie hasn't left me for a younger woman," she said. She picked up her magnifying mirror and looked into it. "Eeyeuuw!" she screeched so loudly that Beenie's hand flew to his chest as though he feared his heart might take flight.


"Yikes, where did you get that mirror?" Beenie wrestled it from her. "How many times have I told you not to look into that mirror? Lord, girl, Britney Spears would look like a stray dog with mange in that mirror."


"Look at me, Beenie. I've turned into a frumpy housewife."


"You are definitely not frumpy."


"I have dark circles beneath my eyes."


"That's because you're not sleeping at night, sugarplum." Beenie patted her on the shoulder. "You spend too much time worrying about your husband and everybody else you can think of. You're the only rich person I know who worries about leaving a bathtub ring when you have a perfectly healthy housekeeper, who is overpaid in my opinion, to see to it. And if Frankie knew how much you were fretting over him he'd put you over his knee and give you a good spanking."


Deedee seemed to consider it. "That's not a bad idea, Beenie. Frankie and I could use some variety in our sex life."


Beenie's hands fluttered about his face like butterflies, something he often did when he became anxious. "I do not believe what I'm hearing. Mr. F worships the marble floors you walk on. His eyes light up when you enter a room. It's obvious he thinks you're the sexiest woman alive."


Deedee wasn't listening. She covered her face with her hands. Her long slender fingers flashed with diamonds, as did her dainty wrists and earlobes. She was still as slender as a college girl, and as much as she'd sworn off exercising in her youth, she now worked out with a personal trainer three days a week. Of course it was up to Beenie to drag Deedee out of bed, kicking and screaming, and coax her downstairs to Frankie's gym each time her trainer arrived for their appointment. He claimed he was just doing his job, but it was obvious Beenie had a thing for the muscle-bound jock because he always wore his favorite silk Armani shirt when the man was expected. Today, Beenie was dressed in Gucci.


But Beenie was like a pit bull when it came to Deedee, seeing she ate right, that her hair and makeup were perfect and her clothes neatly pressed. Deedee had stolen her "personal assistant" some three years prior from an exclusive spa, doubling his salary in order to get him. It had paid off. Beenie had transformed her, tossing aside Deedee's tight-fitting, rhinestone-laden outfits for linen and silk ones designed especially for her in Milan and Paris.


"I never thought I'd be this old," Deedee cried. "I thought getting older was for everyone but me. I should have married a cosmetic surgeon instead of a wrestler. I tell you, Beenie, the stress is killing me. I don't know what Frankie is thinking. We should have stayed in Scottsdale where it was safe."


"Honey, you know Mr. Fontana loves this little town and the people who live here. He wants to make a difference."


"So why is Frankie receiving all those nasty letters?"


"People can be jerks."


"Max had better get his behind here fast. Heaven only knows where he is. He's as bad as our father. Just can't stay in one place long enough."


"Now, now," Beenie said. "That's not fair. From what I understand, Max is a very important man with a lot to do. Frankly, your parents have always sounded a wee bit selfish to me, what with traveling all over the world without a second thought to their children. I would never do that to my children."


All at once, Deedee cried out. "Eeyeuuw, I'm perspiring! Quick, Beenie, turn down the air before I melt."


"The air is already as low as it can go, honeycomb. You're going to cause the units to freeze up like last time if you don't leave the thermostats alone. You're just having another hot flash."


Deedee met the man's gaze in the mirror. The look in her eyes would have wilted a head of lettuce on the spot. "I am not having a hot flash. I am not going through menopause or premenopause, as you call it, and that's final!"


Beenie slapped his hand over his mouth as though suddenly realizing his mistake. "What was I thinking?" he said. "Of course you're hot. It's the middle of June, and we're having a record heat wave. Look at me, I'm glistening myself." He pulled the lid off her most expensive talcum powder and made a production of powdering her neck and his. "There, now. Feel better?"


"I'm having a nervous breakdown, Beenie, that's what it is. I'm going to have to go on tranquilizers. I'll probably become addicted and have to spend time at the Betty Ford Center. It'll look bad for Frankie. He'll lose the election and blame me, then he'll get a mistress."


"Lord, girl, are you having a mood swing or what?" Beenie said, then winced and raised a fist to his mouth at the look she shot him. "Oh, my, I should cut my tongue out, chop it into little pieces and feed it to an alley cat."


"I need to be alone," Deedee said tiredly.


Beenie sighed his immense relief. "That's a good idea." He helped her into a satin Christian Dior bathrobe. "You need to rest now. Tonight is a big night for Mr. Fontana, and you want to be at your best."


"I want to be awake when Max arrives."


"I'll wake you the minute he gets here." Beenie paused and shot her a coy look. "What does he look like?"


"Oh, he's very handsome and polished, and don't think he doesn't know it. He's also a freakin' supergenius. Used to blow up everything in sight when he was a kid."


Beenie's eyes widened. "Like in bombs?"


"Not real bombs, just stuff he found around the house. Kid's stuff, really. He had his own laboratory. Fortunately, our uncle and his wife took him in and turned Max around."


Beenie tapped a forefinger against his top lip. "And a genius, huh. I love brainy men."


* * * * *


Frankie grinned and pumped Max's hand enthusiastically the minute the butler led him inside a living room that was the size of a bowling alley.


"It's good to see you again, Max. Deedee will be thrilled."


"Have you grown?" Max asked, looking straight up in order to meet the man's gaze.


Frankie laughed. "Actually, I shrank an inch. I'm six foot seven now." He slapped his massive chest. "Still fit as a fiddle, though. I work out every day."


Suddenly, Max shivered. "Why is it so cold in here? Your butler is wearing an overcoat."


"Shoot, that's nothing," Frankie said. "The chef has a fire going in the kitchen fireplace." He glanced about as if to make sure they were alone. "It's Deedee," he whispered. "She's going through, uh, the change."


"You mean menopause?"


"Shhh, not so loud. She's in denial. Claims she's too young for that sort of thing, but it started about six months ago. You know how Deedee is about maintaining her youth. But don't worry, the housekeeper put an electric blanket on your bed so you won't freeze at night."


There was a squeal of delight that caused both men to turn. Deedee raced down the long, freestanding staircase, her robe swirling about her long legs. She ran right into Max's waiting arms. "Oh, little brother, it's so good to see you!"


Max hugged her. "Let me have a look at you," he said, stepping back for a full view. "You haven't changed a bit. How do you stay so young looking?"


"She has a face-lift once a year," Frankie said, earning a dark look from his wife. As if sensing he'd said the wrong thing, he added, "Not that she needs it, of course."


"It's just a teeny-weeny procedure," Deedee said quickly. "Dr. Mitchell says I'm much too young for the real thing. Frankie, honey, why don't you fix Max a drink."


"What'll it be?" Frankie asked, heading for a cabinet that opened up into a wet bar. "We have everything."


"A soft drink will do."


"Sit down, Max," Deedee said, leading him to a group of sofas that were covered in a bamboo print and sat on a leopardskin rug. Tall wooden giraffes peeked through leafy banana trees, and brass elephants supported glass cocktail tables.


"Do you like what I did to the room?" she asked. "I was going for a jungle look."


Max took in the room. "You succeeded very well," he said. "I noticed you chose to paint the house pink."


"Salmon," she corrected. "It's the in color these days."


"It looks pink to me, too," Frankie said, handing Max a cola. "Good thing I'm not still wrestling. The guys would think I had grown soft."


Max toasted his brother-in-law with his drink. "Congratulations on winning the primary, Frankie. You'll make a great mayor."


Frankie beamed with pleasure. "I still have a lot to do and Election Day is just around the corner, but I have a good campaign manager so it's going okay. The present mayor has been in office for ten years, and his father spent almost twice that time in office. I say it's time we get new blood." He leaned closer and gave Max a conspiratorial wink. "What I say in my speech tonight should win me the election."


Deedee covered her face. "Oh, Lord, he's going to make somebody else mad, and they're going to run us out of town." Suddenly, she cried out. "Beenie, come quickly!"


There was the sound of footsteps overhead. Beenie raced down the stairs. "What, what? Did your eyelash fall in your drink?" He came to a screeching halt at the sight of Max. He sucked in his stomach. "You must be Deedee's brother."


Max glanced from him to an amused Frankie.


"I'm Deedee's personal assistant, of course," Beenie said. He held out his hand. "Charmed, I'm sure."


Max nodded. "Yeah, so am I."


"Stop socializing, Beenie, and pack my jewelry," Deedee said loudly. "Sew it into the hem of my dresses like they did in the Civil War when the Yankees came. And all my makeup and moisturizing creams," she added.


"But I don't know how to sew," he whined.


She ignored him. "And tell the housekeeper to start packing the china and silver. We'll have to bury it in the backyard."


Beenie planted his hands on his hips. "I hope you don't expect me to dig holes."


Max watched silently, one corner of his lip turned up. He was obviously enjoying himself.


"Deedee, what on earth are you planning?" Frankie said, his black brows drawn together so that they touched and made him look stern, a look that was completely foreign to him.


She began wringing her hands. "That's what people do when they're getting ready to flee their homes."


He immediately softened and took her hands in his large beefy ones. "We're not going to be forced from our home, sweetheart. Whatever gave you that idea?"


"Frankie, it's obvious somebody doesn't want you elected; otherwise, why would you be getting all that hate mail?"


"How do you know about that?"


She hitched her chin high. "I'm your wife. I make it my business to know what's going on around here."


Frankie looked hurt. "Do you think I'd let anything happen to you? Deedee, I'd risk my own life for you."


"Listen, Frankie, I've watched you in the ring, and I dealt with it better than most wives, but this time I'm scared."


"I thought you trusted me."


"I do trust you, but I still worry."


"That's for sure," Beenie said. "Why do you think she's got those god-awful bags under her eyes? Lord, I couldn't conceal them with white enamel paint." Beenie seemed to catch his mistake the minute he said it because his hands fluttered about his face and he turned three shades of red. Deedee glared at him. "Could we forget I said that?" he asked. "I would agree to forgo this year's Christmas bonus if we could just pretend I'd never uttered those words."


"I want you to stop this nonsense," Frankie told his wife. "We are not going anywhere. I am going to protect you. Besides, all your jewelry is insured. If somebody takes it I'll just buy you more."


"Oh, Frankie. What would I do without you?"


He leaned over and gave his wife a long kiss.


Max chuckled. "When are the two of you going to stop acting like newlyweds?"


"When you find the right person, it just keeps getting better and better," Deedee said dreamily. "You should try it sometime, little brother."


Frankie checked his Rolex. "It's getting late. We have to get ready for the fundraiser at the country club."


Deedee looked proud. "Frankie's trying to raise money for the park he's planning. He's going to put it right smack in the center of town, and dedicate it to the founding fathers."


"Yeah," Frankie said. "It's going to have this big fountain, and in the center a raised statue of two bronze wrestlers, one of them caught in a body scissor."


"Like one of those Michelangelo statues," Deedee said.


"I figure the kids will get a kick out of it," Frankie added. "Oh, and there's going to be a playground for the little ones."


"Sounds like you thought of everything but a wrestling ring," Max said.


"Oh, Frankie has already had one built at the YMCA," Deedee said, "and he gives lessons once a week."


"He's very devoted to this town," Beenie said, still eyeballing Max.


"Doesn't sound like you're taking retirement very seriously," Max said.


Frankie shrugged. "I like staying busy, and it's for a good cause."


Finally, Max stood. "Guess I'd better clean up."


"I'll show you to your room," Beenie offered, already moving toward the stairs gracefully. "I'll even see that your bags are carried up for you."


"By the way, there's a tux in your closet," Deedee called out once Max was halfway up the stairs.


He turned and scowled down at her. "You did that on purpose. You know how much I hate to dress up."


* * * * *


Max stood beside Frankie, shaking hands and making small talk, but the look on his face suggested how bored he was. Deedee had simply introduced him as Max, her little brother, and nobody had made the connection. After an hour, Max slipped through a pair of French doors leading to a large balcony that overlooked a perfectly manicured golf course.


He gazed at the woman for a full minute, a smile playing on his mouth. It would have been impossible not to recognize her. Jamie Swift was even better looking in person.


* * * * *


Jamie Swift was one irritated woman, and she didn't notice the stranger at first. Her mood had only worsened since she'd learned her investor was coming to town, and the last thing she wanted to do was mingle with the crowd inside. Frankie must have invited close to two hundred people, most of them couples, and she was without a date.


Where the heck was Phillip? Here she was, dressed in her navy silk cocktail dress, the one Phillip claimed showed off the best legs he'd ever laid eyes on and brought out the highlights in her blond hair. Oh, what she'd give to be wearing her comfortable jeans and loose-fitting T-shirt and sprawled on her sofa reading a good book.


And what was with these high heels? The saleslady at the discount shoe store had talked her into buying them. Dumb idea. She preferred sneakers. The spiked heels added a good three inches to Jamie's five feet seven and made her feel as though she should have strapped herself into a parachute before putting them on. If she fell she would break every bone in her body.


Not that it would be the worst thing that had happened to her that day. She took a sip of her wine, her second glass.


"Darn you, Phillip," she muttered. "Of all times to be late." He was probably sitting in his private club right now, sipping a Dewar's and talking about tax law. Tax law, for Pete's sake! Who cared? The subject held as much interest to her as a hernia operation. "Oh, double damn," she said.


Jamie caught movement and turned quickly, almost spilling her wine. Her mouth flew open, and her cheeks burned with embarrassment as she found herself gazing at one of the best looking men she'd ever laid eyes on. And, he had caught her talking to herself.



[bookmark: chapter_2]Chapter Two


"Excuse me," Max said. "Is this a private conversation?" When the woman winced, he smiled. "I'll bet he's a rabbit and his name is Harvey."


Jamie was tempted to dive from her high heels and end it all right there. "How much did you hear?"


"Something about a guy named Phillip who's really late." Max cocked his head to one side. "He must not be very smart."


"Phillip is my fiance. And very late. Who are you?"


"Max."


"Jamie Swift." She offered her hand.


He took it and they shook. "Nice to meet you, Miss Swift." Max reluctantly let go of her hand.


Jamie studied him. "You're not from around here, are you?"


"Just visiting."


Jamie wasn't surprised. She would have noticed him, what with those broad shoulders and olive complexion that was even more attractive against his white shirt. He did wonderful things to a tux. His face was striking, interesting to look at. She didn't know if it was the wine or the man, but one of them was making her light-headed. Be just her luck to do something stupid and swoon. And her engaged and all. That would certainly start tongues wagging in Beaumont.


"Nice to meet you, uh, Max." Dang, her voice suddenly sounded as though a bullfrog were giving birth in her throat. She cleared it. "Welcome to Beaumont."


"I came out for some fresh air. The view out here is great."


Jamie noticed he was staring at her and not the scenery. Smooth guy, she thought. Very smooth.


"So, is your fiance the jealous type? Should I disappear in case he shows up and finds you standing out here alone with a strange man?"


Jamie chuckled. "Maybe that's exactly what he deserves. I think he's beginning to take me for granted." She checked her wristwatch. "But he's more than an hour late. I seriously doubt he's going to make it at this point."


"I'll bet he has a very good reason."


"Men always stick together."


"If you were my date I would have been here early, and I would have brought you a dozen roses.


But that's just me. I'm the sensitive type."


Jamie saw the teasing look in his eyes. "Yeah, right. The minute I laid eyes on you I said to myself, "Jamie, there stands one sensitive, touchy-feely guy."


Max grinned. "Could I get you another drink?"


"Uh, no, thanks. I've had my limit."


"And I'll bet you never go over that limit, do you? I'll bet you've never once thrown caution to the wind and said, "Oh, what the hell, I'm going to slam down another tequila shooter whether anyone likes it or not."


She laughed. "Hey, I've written on bathroom walls."


"No way."


Jamie nodded proudly. "In seventh grade I carved Davey Callaway's initials with mine and drew a heart around it."


Max pretended to look shocked. "I would never have thought it of you."


"I can be quite brazen at times."


"Oh, yeah? I'm beginning to hope your fiance doesn't show up after all."


Jamie realized the wine had gone straight to her head. She tried to pull herself together. "So, Mr., uh, Max. What do you think of our little town?"


"I've only been here a couple of hours so I haven't had a chance to see it."


"You should take a complete tour sometime when you have an extra ten minutes on your hands."


"It can't be that bad. What do people do for fun?"


"Mostly they go to church. Folks are big on church socials. You know, potluck dinners and all that. You want a good meal in this town you have to join a church. We have a theater we're very proud of, stadium seating and eight different movies from which to choose. Not to mention a skating rink and arcade for the kids."


"Yes, but what do the wilder, more sophisticated people like yourself do for fun?"


"We have a steak house and a seafood restaurant. Not to mention a hamburger joint where the onion rings are so greasy they almost slide off your plate. They insist on checking your cholesterol before you're allowed to order them."


"Sounds like my kind of place."


"Oh, and we've got this roadhouse on the outskirts that serves the coldest beer in town and plays music on Friday night. The Baptists pretend it doesn't exist so everyone gets along just fine."


"And here I thought I'd seen and done it all," Max replied. "I'll bet you can tear up a dance floor."


Jamie's smile faded slightly. "I'm afraid I don't go out much. I own the newspaper so I spend most of my time there." Jamie realized she was enjoying talking to the man.


"I used to work for my cousin's newspaper," Max told her after a moment.


"Then you know what it's like."


"Stressful at times."


"You should try finding news in a town this size. That's the stressful part. Not much action around here, you know?"


Max chuckled. "Perhaps you could pay someone to commit a crime."


"I can't afford it," she confessed. "If you saw my circulation you'd laugh."


"Why do you stay?"


"I guess it's in my blood." She smiled. "Maybe I need a transfusion." She drained her glass. "So tell me something interesting about yourself. Anything. Something I can print."


He shrugged. "I'm afraid you'd find my life rather boring. I live on a farm in Virginia. My house is old and falling apart. I'm in the process of renovating it. When I have time," he added.


"You're doing the work yourself?"


"Uh-huh."


Jamie looked at his hands. They were nice and brown and strong looking. "I should hire you to renovate the newspaper building. It's falling apart, too. I never really noticed how bad it was until today. I've got this big-shot investor visiting tomorrow. I'm sure he'll get a huge laugh when he takes a look at the place."


"It can't be all that bad."


"Trust me on this one. The man will take one look at the place and wish he'd never put any of his money in my little newspaper." She sighed heavily. "I'm sorry. I don't know why I'm telling you all this. I guess I just needed to talk to someone. I've had a crummy day."


"You know what you need?"


"Yeah, a sword to fall on."


"No, seriously. I know what will cheer you up."


Jamie's eyes narrowed. He was so easy to talk to she'd forgotten he was drop-dead gorgeous and a little on the flirtatious side. "I'll just bet you do."


"I've got this cool car. My friends call it my Maxmobile. We could take a ride."


"I'm engaged."


"Hey, listen, if I were trying to pick you up I would have used a better line than that."


"I bet you've got a lot of lines."


"I don't need them. Most women come on to me."


Jamie laughed out loud. "You know, I wouldn't want to pay your grocery bill. I'll bet it takes a lot to feed your ego."


"That's just a front I put on to hide my shyness."


He gave her a smile that would melt a woman's bones. She might be engaged, but she wasn't blind.


"Yeah, I was just noticing what an introvert you are."


"I'm serious about my car," he said. "I have a computer inside that talks to me. She's a real pistol."


"A computer that talks to you. Now, there's a line I've never heard. And after that we'd want to go by your place to see your etchings. No, thanks. Wouldn't want to miss out on the delicious overdone roast beef they're serving tonight." Probably she would be dining alone. Well, what did it matter? She was a new-millennium woman and all that, and she was on business. Phillip could stuff his tax law business up his behind because she was quite capable of mingling with the best of them, including his mother, Annabelle Standish, Beaumont's Queen Bee of high society.


"Before you go, would you give me the name of that hamburger joint you mentioned a few minutes ago?" Max asked. "As much as I hate to eat alone, it sounds a lot tastier than this evening's fare."


Jamie's mouth watered at the thought of Harry's famous burgers and onion rings. And milkshakes so thick it felt as though you would suck your guts out getting them through the straw. She sighed.


"You're dying for a burger," Max said. "You're practically drooling."


"Yeah, but I can't. I have to take notes on Frankie's speech so I'll have something to put in my newspaper."


"We'll be back before the speech. Come on."


Jamie was sorely tempted. It would serve Phillip right. "Okay," she said at last. "We'll grab a burger and come right back. Let's go this way so nobody sees us leaving."


"Coward."


"Hey, I have to live in this town."


Max led her down the back steps and across the parking lot to his car. He pushed a button on his key ring, and the doors unlocked.


Jamie arched one brow. "Nice wheels." She climbed in, and a padded bar came down, locking into place. "What the—"


"I tend to drive fast," Max said. "The car is designed for speed, but it's equipped with more safety gadgets than a jetliner." He closed the door, joined her on the other side, and waited for the bar to lock him in, as well.


"Get a load of this dashboard," Jamie said.


"I have everything I could possibly need at my disposal. Muffin runs it all."


"Muffin?"


"My computer. You'll love her. She's somewhat of a smart aleck when she gets in a snit, but other than that—"


Jamie frowned. "What do you mean she gets into a snit? Computers don't get into a snit."


Max started the engine and shot out of the parking lot like a silver arrow. "On the contrary, Muffin can be moody."


Jamie's look was deadpan. "Moody, huh?"


"She wants me to change her name to Lee or Hannah because she claims it sounds stronger. She also doesn't like that I gave her a voice that sounds like Marilyn Monroe. It was all in fun."


"I see."


Max pulled onto the main road. "Muffin, I want you to meet Miss Jamie Swift from the newspaper office. I'm taking her for a ride."


Silence.


Jamie looked at the man. Not only had she just climbed into a car with a stranger, he was obviously unstable as well. And she was locked inside a metal bar. Damn.


"Muffin, you're being rude. Now, say hello to Miss Swift." Max looked at Jamie. "I knew it. She's in a mood."


Jamie's smile was forced. "That's okay. She doesn't have to talk if she doesn't want to." Jamie tested the bar that covered her. It didn't budge. It reminded her of the bars they closed over people during one of those crazy roller-coaster rides. She fidgeted with her hands, shifted in her seat. She felt trapped. She didn't like it. Not one bit.


And this Max person was talking crazy.


"Okay, Muffin, don't talk," Max said.


Jamie looked at him. Maybe he was playing a joke on her. He looked the type who would enjoy practical jokes. Either that or he was a nutcase.


"Um, I was just thinking, I really should be mingling with the crowd at the country club," Jamie finally said. "You know, to sort of get their take on our new candidate and all. I understand Frankie is going to have a big surprise. At least that's what I heard."


"You'll have plenty of time for that," Max replied. Suddenly, the car died. "Dammit, Muffin, that's not a bit funny! You're making a fool of me in front of Miss Swift. Now, restart the engine."


Nothing.


Max looked at Jamie. "I'm sorry." He turned the key and the engine came to life. All at once, the radio blared a country-western song that had something to do with a broken heart, an old dog, and a pickup truck. Max gritted his teeth and switched it off. "That's not funny, Muffin."


Jamie glanced out her window as he accelerated. She ought to have her head examined for coming with him in the first place. Once again, she'd let her temper get the best of her. Probably Phillip had a perfectly good reason for not showing up. Or maybe he was just running unusually late. A client could have come in at the last minute. Some of his clients could be long-winded. No doubt, Phillip had lost track of time. He sometimes did that when he talked tax law.


Or maybe, just maybe, she'd forgotten to tell him about the dinner. She rolled her eyes. It had happened before. She hadn't thought to touch base with him before she'd left her house because, as usual, she'd been running behind.


Whatever the reason for his not showing up, she had to learn to be more tolerant. Phillip certainly tried to work around her crazy schedule, and he seldom complained. She, on the other hand, was too impatient and always in a hurry. She let stress get to her until she just snapped and took it out on Phillip. She would start taking anger-control classes at the mental health center, that's what she'd do. Or start going to church with Vera. Most Baptists seemed sort of laid-back. They spent a lot of time sitting in lawn chairs in their backyards talking to friends and neighbors. She made a mental note to buy a lawn chair the next chance she got.


First she had to get out from behind this blasted bar.


Max sped up. Jamie balled her fists at her sides but tried to remain calm despite the fact they were going way too fast for her comfort. Why was the man in such a hurry, for Pete's sake? She wasn't wounded or missing a body part that had to be sewn back on in the emergency room. Not that she could do anything about it. If she did manage to raise the steel bar and jump out, she would be road kill.


"Why are you driving so fast?" she asked Max.


Max looked at her. "I like speed. But don't worry, I'm a good driver."


She was riding in a car with a madman. Where were the darn cops when people needed them? The little town of Beaumont passed by her in a blur, the square where the old courthouse had stood for more than eighty years, and the bandstand where the townspeople often gathered on summer evenings to listen to music or watch free movies on a large screen, all provided by the local arts association. She and her father had sat on those same benches feeding pigeons when she was a little girl.


Max slowed the car and rounded the square. "So, this is town, huh?"


Jamie nodded, thankful they were moving at a slower pace. Her pulse slowed as well. She tested the bar once more as they passed Lowery's Hardware, Susie-Q's Cut and Curl, and Maynard's Sandwich Shop, places Jamie visited on a regular basis. Bates's Furniture took up half a city block. Jamie wondered if Vera had managed to talk Herman Bates into lending them furniture. Her earlier problems seemed insignificant at the moment when all she wanted to do was get the heck out of Max's car and his imaginary talking computer.


"Nice town." Max sped off again.


"I need to get back now," Jamie said.


"We've got plenty of time."


"No, really, I—"


"Would you relax?" Max said.


Jamie took a deep breath. Okay, so he wasn't going to take her back. She was pinned inside his car with no way of escaping. How many times had Vera warned her against getting into a car with a strange man, the kind of man who did terrible things to people, especially women. As far as Vera was concerned, the whole world was dangerous. Men lurked in alleys and parking lots, just waiting to pounce on the first unsuspecting female. Vera knew every gruesome detail of every crime ever committed, thanks to a detective show she watched each night in bed while eating caramel corn.


Maybe Vera was right. Maybe Max was really a deranged maniac out to rape and kill. They'd probably find her body tomorrow in a Dumpster, and Vera would say, "By golly, I tried to warn her about how dangerous this old world is getting to be." Jamie shivered at the thought.


"Cold?" Max asked.


"Huh?" She looked his way. He appeared normal, but then so did most serial killers, as Vera had mentioned many times. "I'm fine. The hamburger place is just up the street. Take a right at the next light."


"I thought we'd ride a bit first," Max said. "Maybe I can coax Muffin into saying something. Did I tell you she's equipped with a global positioning system? This car has enhanced PDA, with keyboard, printer, fax, and E-mail capabilities."


Jamie wanted to tell him she didn't give a hoot in hell what the car could do, she just wanted to get back to the country club. Besides, she didn't believe him. What she did believe was that he was delusional. Not that she had any intention of telling him as much. Vera would have told her to play along, pretend to be interested in everything he was saying. Keep him talking, Jamie thought.


"I'm impressed," she said. "I happen to know a few things about cars myself."


"Oh, yeah?" Max looked interested.


"My dad used to rebuild old cars in our garage. I helped him rebuild the vintage Mustang I drive now. As a matter of fact, it was one of the first to roll off the showroom floor. They referred to it as the nineteen sixty-four and a half edition. Back then it was only available in the coupe and convertible models. I have the convertible."


Max studied her closely as he stopped at a red light. "You know, I'd like to continue this conversation. Is there somewhere we can talk? Alone?" He smiled. "I'm not about to let you get away. I'm surprised you didn't suspect as much when you climbed into my car."


Jamie took a shaky breath. Holy cow, the man had just admitted he wasn't going to let her go, that he'd planned the whole thing. He probably already knew where he was going to leave her poor body. Vera was right. She was as good as dead. Oh, damn. Double damn.


Fear shot through Jamie's veins, sending such an adrenaline rush that she thought her heart would burst in her chest. She felt dizzy, out of breath, her entire body shook uncontrollably. She could hear Max talking but couldn't make out the words, only that his voice suddenly sounded very loud and irritating.


"Hey, are you okay?" Max asked.


All she could do was stare and try to catch her breath.


Max hit the brakes, and the car skidded to a halt.


"Jesus Christ!" Muffin shouted. "Would somebody please tell me what's going on?"


Jamie was only vaguely aware of a woman's voice. A hallucination, she thought, because the voice sounded like Marilyn Monroe. She felt a sense of impending doom as the colors around her became muted and dark, closing in on her.


There was no escape.


Suddenly, her door was flung open, and the metal bar lifted. "Jamie, what's wrong?" Max demanded.


"My chest," she said in a strangled voice.


"What's she doing?" Muffin asked.


"Holding her chest and gasping for breath."


"Do you think she's having a heart attack?" Muffin asked. "Should I call nine-one-one?"


Jamie looked into Max's face. "Who is that?"


"Muffin."


Jamie sucked in a deep breath. "Y-your computer? You were serious about that?"


"Yes! Do you need an ambulance?"


"You're not going to rape and butcher me and—"


Max looked incredulous. "What the hell are you talking about?"


"She doesn't need an ambulance, Max," Muffin said. "She needs a psycho ward."


Jamie blinked rapidly. The colors around her brightened, and the sounds weren't as loud anymore. She could breathe again. "But I thought—"


"That I planned to kill you?" Suddenly, Max laughed. "You're kidding, right?"


Jamie's face burned. The heat crawled to the tips of her ears, and she was certain they were flashing like neon lights. She almost preferred having a heart attack to the look on Max's face. She had made a fool of herself. Max and his friends would probably have a good laugh over it later. "What's so funny?" she demanded.


Max made an attempt to wipe the smile from his face and failed.


"Is she okay?" Muffin asked.


"I think so," Max said. "I think she was having a panic attack or something."


"I most certainly was not having a panic attack." It sounded plausible, though, Jamie had to admit. She had been awfully scared and half-afraid she would go crazy. She was going to wring Vera's neck, that's what she was going to do. Vera, who filled her head with all kinds of nonsense about serial killers and men who climbed into women's windows at night and—She shuddered.


"You're not going to have another one, are you?" Max asked.


Jamie wished she could wave a magic wand and disappear from those laughing dark eyes. Here she was, mortified to death, and the man was laughing at her. She straightened her shoulders, trying to scrape up what little pride she had left. "Would you kindly drive me back to the country club?"


"What about the burger and onion rings?"


"I'm not very hungry right now."


"Well, then, maybe another time." Max closed the door and joined her on the other side. He started the car, and the bars closed over them once more.


"I hate this thing," she muttered.


Max drove in silence, as though he suspected she needed time to gather her wits, but he glanced her way now and then in concern. "Are you sure you're going to be all right?"


"Uh-huh." Jamie figured it was best to keep her mouth shut.


"Ask her if she has considered therapy," Muffin said.


"I don't need therapy," Jamie replied, then realized she was talking to a computer. Maybe she did need a little counseling after all. She laced her fingers together in her lap, trying to appear as normal as she could after having convinced them she wasn't. Okay, she was obviously more stressed than she'd thought. "You know, I wouldn't have freaked out if your computer had made herself known a little earlier. I thought you were nutso."


Muffin spoke. "I didn't approve of Max inviting an engaged woman to take a ride with him. It's not proper. Instead of saying anything I decided to keep quiet."


"Sounds like you've been reading Miss Manners again, Muf," Max said.


Jamie looked at him. "Um, Max, could we just forget this ride and conversation ever took place?"


"Aw, Jamie, don't be embarrassed. It happens to the best of us."


"I'll bet you've never had a panic attack."


"Are you kidding?" Muffin said. "The man thrives on stress."


Max patted Jamie's hand. "Don't worry, I won't say anything."


Max pulled into the parking lot of the country club some minutes later and parked close to the front door. The bars lifted. "Thank you for an, um, interesting evening," he said. "I hope to have the pleasure again real soon."


Jamie couldn't get away quickly enough. Without another word, she climbed from the car and raced toward the building, almost running into Phillip inside as he was coming out of the men's room. Safe, predictable Phillip. He hadn't stood her up after all.


"Jamie, I'm so sorry I'm late. Both of my tuxes were at the cleaners. I completely forgot. I had to call the owner and ask him to reopen so I could get them. I tried to call."


She buried her face against his chest, no longer annoyed with him for being late. She smoothed his reddish-blond hair into place. The man had obviously rushed to get there.


"Honey, are you okay?"


"I am now."


* * * * *


"... And one more thing," Frankie said, standing at the podium before a crowd that took up four dining rooms. "I promise not only to lower the sales tax, I'm going to make significant cuts to what I see as outrageous property taxes."


The group applauded heartily.


"The people in this town pay far too much in taxes. And for what?" He paused. "What happened to the new sewage treatment facility we were promised?


"Our government offices are overcrowded. We probably have more committees and task forces than New York City. We've even got a committee that oversees the rest of the committees. Why?" Several in the crowd chuckled. "I, for one, am sick of all the bureaucracy. Hell's bells, I had to go through ten different departments to get my name on the ballot." More laughter.


Max, having arrived just as they were serving dinner, glanced at Deedee. She met his gaze and frowned. "What's wrong?" he whispered.


"I saw you on the balcony with Jamie Swift earlier. Shortly before the two of you disappeared. What's with that?"


Max shrugged. "She and I both share an interest in cars. Did you know she and her father rebuilt the Mustang she's driving?"


Deedee nodded. "That's how we met. Frankie tried to buy it from her a couple of years back. She wouldn't part with it, but we've been friends ever since." Deedee paused. "You didn't mention the fact I asked you to help her out?"


"Of course not. But she's a smart woman. She'll figure it out sooner or later."


Deedee looked thoughtful. "So, what do you think of her?"


"I think she's a fine person."


"You know she's engaged."


Max looked across the room, not for the first time, and noticed the man sitting next to Jamie. "He's a lucky man."


Frankie continued his speech. "I promise, if I'm elected, I'll start a full investigation into our missing tax dollars. I'm going to find out once and for all what happened to that money."


Max leaned close to Deedee. "Smile, big sister. You should be very proud of your husband for wanting to make this town a better place."


"Frankie's made a lot of promises to these people. I just hope he lives long enough to keep them."


* * * * *


An hour later, a man stepped inside a telephone booth, dropped two quarters into the slot and dialed. He waited for the person on the other end to answer. "Fontana just won the hearts of everybody in this town with his speech tonight. He's planning an investigation into the missing tax dollars."


There was a slight pause. "That's bad news."


"I don't know how seriously we can take him. He's an ex-wrestler, for God's sake. He's not smart enough."


"Oh, he's smarter than you think. He also has his brother-in-law by his side now. Max Holt has the brains and the wherewithal to get anything he needs."


"So what's the plan?"


"We get rid of them. And I know just the person who will do it."



[bookmark: chapter_3]Chapter Three


Jamie parked her mustang in her personal slot near the front of the building and sat there for a moment, collecting her thoughts. She felt crummy for sending Phillip home last night, but she had been in no mood for lovemaking. After he'd left, she'd lain awake most of the night thinking about how she'd made such a fool of herself in front of Max whatever-his-last-name-was and worrying about what today would bring.


She ran her hand along the dashboard and was surprised to find it dusty. Normally, she kept her car spotless. She lovingly washed it once a week and hand-waxed it when necessary, taking comfort in the task because of the comfortable feelings it evoked, as well as the memories. It frightened her sometimes to think how close she'd come to selling it. Her father had given it to her as a college graduation gift, and she tended to it as one would a well-loved family member. She often wished she had a brother or sister, but she had no one, no aunts and uncles, no cousins. She had lost her grandmother years before, a soft-spoken, white-haired woman with crystal-blue eyes and a kindly face who had once offered to take Jamie in because she feared her son was incapable of handling the responsibilities of fatherhood.


Jamie had balked at the idea. She and her father could handle anything as long as they were together. She would simply have to try harder to be a better daughter, she'd told herself. She would cook his favorite foods and keep the house just as her mother had left it. She would keep the woman's framed pictures dusted and sitting just so on her father's night table. And she would pretend, just as he had, that her mother would come back and everything would be fine. A normal family.


Sometimes, Jamie imagined she smelled her father's Aqua Velva aftershave in the upholstery, and then she would get tears in her eyes because she felt so very much alone now that he was gone. Then she would think of Phillip, and the knot in her stomach would melt like soft candy. Phillip, who loved her deeply and wanted to share his life with her. They'd met at a fund-raising dance where the men had to pay to dance with the woman of their choice. Phillip had paid five hundred dollars to dance with Jamie.


He offered the stability she'd craved as a child.


His family loved her, brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, cousins and second cousins. And Phillip's mother, Annabelle, who treated her like the daughter she'd always wanted and planned to give them a wedding to end all weddings.


Jamie knew she was blessed. Finally, she would have the family she had always longed for. She imagined holidays with fat turkeys and brown-sugar-coated hams and relatives rushing in and out bearing Christmas gifts and shopping with Phillip for nieces and nephews. The scenes in her head were like Norman Rockwell paintings. They represented everything that was sane and normal and real.


Jamie and Annabelle had settled on an outdoor wedding in September, hoping the heat and humidity would be more tolerable. She and Phillip would say their vows beneath the massive moss-draped live oaks that had graced the family estate for more than two hundred years and were as deeply rooted in the history of Beaumont as the Standishes themselves.


Jamie felt more optimistic as she climbed from the car. She was marrying the man of her dreams, and she faced a rock-solid future with him. Although she had never experienced the maternal instincts her friends had, she suspected it wouldn't be long before she and Phillip started a family. Annabelle loved her grandchildren more than anything in the world, and Jamie knew the woman would be eagerly awaiting her son's firstborn. As scary as it was sometimes to imagine actually walking down an aisle and becoming Mrs. Phillip Standish, Jamie knew she was making the right decision.


She hitched her chin high as she started for the building. Even though the day held a lot of uncertainty, what with her silent partner paying a surprise visit, Jamie was determined not to let it stress her. She had sacrificed almost everything she owned to keep the newspaper going, and she was a darn good publisher. In her mind, that was enough. If she was a little short on furniture and desks, M. Holt would simply have to understand.


Jamie rounded the building and headed toward the double glass doors. She found Vera standing outside, as if she were guarding the place. "Good morning, Vera."


"You don't want to go in there."


Jamie came to a halt, feeling a sense of dread wash over her. "Why not?"


"It, uh, needs a little more work."


"What do you mean?"


"Tom and Herman are going to pay for this. I'm on my way to their places right now. I plan to shoot holes into their tires."


"Are you out of your mind?"


"Once you see the place you'll want to be the trigger person, but it's my gun and I insist on being the shooter. You can drive the getaway car."


"You have lost your mind. Now, get a grip, we have work to do." Jamie tried to sidestep her, but the woman refused to budge. "Would you please move out of my way, Vera? Jeez, how bad can it be?"


She found out as soon as she pushed through the doors. "Oh, double damn."


"I told you it was bad. I'm not even going to charge you for cussing this time."


Several employees stood around the water cooler whispering. They scurried away like squirrels when they spied Jamie. "Is this some kind of joke?" Jamie asked.


"Danged if I know. I've been trying to reach Tom and Herman all morning, but they aren't answering their phones. They're probably having a good laugh over it right now."


Jamie planted her hands on her hips in obvious annoyance. "Why would anyone in their right mind paint an entire office battleship gray? It looks like a dungeon in here."


"I tried to warn you. Tom's crew recently painted the armory building. This was probably left over from that job."


Jamie took in the furniture. Herman Bates had obviously thought it would be fun to decorate the reception area in what looked like cowhide. The sofa and matching chair were a furry tawn with white splotches that made Jamie think of a Guernsey dairy cow. Bullhorns hung from the wall. "I don't believe this." She looked at Vera. "I would be scared to sit on it in case it has fleas or mad cow disease."


"I don't think it's real cowhide, hon." Vera patted her shoulder. "The good thing is the furniture doesn't have to be returned. Herman left a note that we can keep it. Which is a good thing for him considering where I'd planned to stick it after we finished with it."


Mike Henderson came through the front doors and stopped dead in his tracks. "Wow! Cool furniture."


Jamie and Vera glared at him.


He shrugged. "Okay, so it's a little different, but that's not always a bad thing."


Jamie turned and started for her office. "I wouldn't go in there," Vera warned.


"It can't be as bad as this room." Jamie opened the door. Her heart sank to her toes. "Oh, God, it's Graceland."


"I've never seen a desk made of shellacked tree trunks," Mike said. "Is that a velvet painting of Elvis?"


Jamie crossed her arms and tapped one foot impatiently. "This is not a darn bit funny. I know Herman and Tom are a couple of pranksters, but this is way over the line. I have half a mind to—"


"Shoot 'em?" Vera said hopefully.


"I wouldn't waste the bullets." Jamie pressed her hand against her forehead where a headache was starting to form. "There's nothing we can do about it now. Mr. Holt will be here in a few hours, and we're on deadline." Jamie reached into her desk drawer for her pack of cigarettes and pulled out one.


"You're not going to light that," Vera said.


"I just want to hold it. And be alone for a while," she added. She turned and faced the window. "Mike, give me fifteen minutes to calm down, and then we'll get started."


"Sure, Jamie." He paused. "By the way, you look very pretty and professional today. I wouldn't worry about the way this place looks. Mr. Holt will be so impressed with you he won't even notice the decor."


Jamie didn't respond. She knew Mike was simply trying to make her feel better, but it didn't work. She heard the door close behind her, and she sank into her chair.


* * * * *


The morning dragged for Jamie who kept glancing at her watch. The knot in her stomach grew with each passing hour, but she tried to ignore it, concentrating instead on the job at hand. Mike worked beside her tirelessly. Although he had a tendency to get distracted by a pretty face, he was good at his job and buckled down like the best of them when the heat was on. Some people, including Jamie, worked better under pressure. She wondered if she should delegate more authority to Mike so he would feel challenged.


Shortly before lunch, Vera announced Mike had a telephone call. He didn't look up from his work as he grabbed the phone. "Is she going to be okay?" he asked after listening quietly.


Jamie looked up. Mike's face was pale, all the color gone. "What is it?" she said once he hung up.


"My mom fainted in the grocery store. She's in the emergency room."


"You have to go," Jamie said, knowing Mike was an only child. His parents were older and required a lot of attention.


"What about the newspaper?"


"It will be here when you get back."


He stood and fumbled in his pocket for his car keys and started for the door.


Jamie stood as well. "Are you okay to drive?"


"Yeah."


"Call me when you know something," she said. He hurried out, almost slamming into Vera.


"Where does he think he's going?"


Jamie explained the situation. "I'm going to be rushed for the rest of the afternoon. Please hold my calls."


"Did you remember to return Phillip's call?"


"No, but I will."


"That's what you said an hour ago. He's going to think I didn't give you the message. He'll blame me. Word will get around that I'm not a good administrative assistant, and I won't be able to find a new job."


"You're not going anywhere, Vera."


"That's what you think. Just so happens I'm updating my resume. Not only is the pay bad, but there are no opportunities for advancement."


"Do we have to discuss this now?" Jamie asked wearily.


"Oh, yeah, this is a bad time. Just forget I said anything."


Five minutes later Jamie's phone rang. It was Phillip. "I'm sorry I haven't called you back," she said quickly. "You know how it is around here during deadline, and I'm short a person."


"I wouldn't have bothered you, but my mother has called my office three times and wants to know if we've settled on that platinum-leaf china pattern from Starlings, Ltd. She says it has to be soon because people will have to special order it once they receive the wedding invitations. Also, she's threatening to take you over her knee personally if you don't decide on your gown."


Jamie groaned. "Oh, Phillip."


"I know, I know. She's driving me up the wall, too. Don't think you're in this alone." He chuckled. "That's what we get for agreeing to let her plan this whole thing."


"I need to get this newspaper out first," Jamie said, knowing Annabelle would keep her on the phone for hours if she called.


Jamie's headache had worsened. Too much stress in her life, she thought. The newspaper consumed every waking moment. She was annoyed with Phillip the night before for being late, but how many times had she been forced to break a date at the last minute? And poor Annabelle. She had taken on all the responsibility of planning the wedding, talking to caterers, dressmakers, florists, and Jamie couldn't even decide on a china pattern. September had seemed so far away. Jamie hadn't realized the work and planning that went into a wedding, especially the kind of wedding Annabelle planned.


Right now, though, Jamie had a newspaper to publish. She had struggled too hard to keep it going. Not only had she sold most of her office furniture, she'd sold her grandmother's jewelry and antiques and everything else she could think of in order to keep the bills paid. She couldn't afford to drop the ball now.


Jamie glanced at the clock. Still no sign of Mr. Holt. She was beginning to feel desperate and panicky, just as she had the night before in Max's car. Max and his talking computer. She wondered where he was now, wondered if he was already on his way back to Virginia. She hoped that was the case. She never wanted to lay eyes on him again and remember how she literally flipped out.


Dang, her palms were wet. Jamie swiped them across her skirt. What was wrong with her? She had always been the calm one, the one who took charge when the pressure was on. She wished she could cancel the appointment with Mr. Holt. Of all times to have to face her partner.


* * * * *


"Hey, dude, I think we passed it."


Vito Puccini finished off a slice of cold pizza, wiped his mouth on his arm, and looked at the man in the passenger seat. "What the hell you mean we passed it? You said we were supposed to take exit eighty-eight. The last exit was eighty-three."


"I think I misread it."


In the backseat, Vito's wife, Mitzi, moaned aloud. "Lenny, you're such a dumbass."


Vito gave his head a small shake. "Mitzi, how many times have I told you not to use that language? You sound like some kind of cheap slut when you talk like that." He looked at Lenny. "You can take a stripper out of a sleazy bar, but you can't take the sleazy bar out of the stripper."


Mitzi smacked him on the head with her open palm. "Watch your mouth, Vito. I was an entertainer, and a damn good one. Which beats the hell out of having a rap sheet the length of the Jersey Turnpike like some people I know."


"I've had just about enough of you," Vito said. "I knew I shouldn't have brought you along."


"She gave you no choice, man," Lenny said.


"Damn right," Mitzi snapped. "Vito has already screwed every woman from Maine to Spain. You think I'm about to let him go off on his own and spend the night humping somebody else?"


Vito sighed. "Mitzi, I told you I made a mistake.


Are you going to nag me over it for the rest of your life?"


"That's the plan, Vito. You're going to regret the day you cheated on me."


He shook his head. "A marriage made in hell, that's what this is. Lenny, hold the wheel so I can read the map."


Mitzi laughed out loud. "Oh, that's a good one, Vito. Lenny probably snorted a yard of coke back there at the truck stop. You're going to let him steer the car?"


"Shut up, Mitzi." He studied the map as Lenny tried to steer the car. "Shit, I guess we got to turn around," he said, slowing at the next exit.


"Stop at a gas station while you're at it," Mitzi said. "I have to pee."


Vito glanced at her from the rearview mirror. "You just peed, for Christ's sake."


"Just do it, okay? It's bad enough I have to ride in this crap car with no air conditioner. I'm sticking to the seat, and I think I'm getting a heat rash on top of it. Or maybe it's hives. I'm getting a bad case of nerves sitting in this car."


"Hey, I got something that'll calm you down," Lenny said.


"Forget it. I'm not about to take anything from a low-life druggie. Besides, it's probably illegal as hell."


Vito grunted. "This coming from an ex-stripper who used to give lap dances." Vito exited and pulled into a gas station, and Mitzi raced to the bathroom. Lenny pumped while Vito talked quietly. "I should have my head examined for marrying that woman. All she does is bitch. I'm beginning to miss prison."


Lenny nodded. "Me too, dude. At least we had some peace and quiet. I haven't seen General Hospital since we got out. Hey, I could slip a couple of downers in Mitzi's soft drink. Knock her out cold."


"Just what the hell are you carrying?" Vito demanded.


"Dude, you name it and I got it. Uppers, downers, a couple of pounds of good Jamaican weed, a little coke."


Vito glared at him. "You're carrying all that shit? What are you, crazy? We get stopped and we're both going back to the slammer."


"You're worried about drugs when we've got an arsenal in the trunk?"


"That can't be helped. You expect me to do a hit with a slingshot?"


"Just drive the speed limit, dude, and we won't get stopped. We look respectable enough."


"Yeah, right. I got an ex-stripper in the backseat who looks like she's been hustling on some street corner, and a guy in the passenger seat who hasn't bathed in a week. I could fry eggs in your hair, Lenny."


"My hair has always been oily. I could wash it three times a day, and it would look this way."


"You could have gotten a haircut, you know. I told you we were supposed to look like businessmen. How else are we going to get close to Holt?"


Mitzi returned to the car and climbed into the backseat. "You feeling any better?" Vito asked, obviously trying to be nice. She muttered something under her breath, stretched out on the seat, and closed her eyes. Before long she was snoring. Vito and Lenny exchanged looks of relief.


"I want to do the job tonight and get out of town right away," Vito whispered.


"When do we collect?" Lenny asked.


"Soon as Holt's obit shows up in the newspaper."


* * * * *


Max pulled into the parking lot of the Beaumont Gazette and cut the engine. He just sat there staring at the building.


"Afraid to go in?" Muffin asked.


"I'm thinking I should wear a bulletproof vest."


"A vest won't do you any good. Jamie Swift is going to kill you with her bare hands when she realizes you kept your true identity a secret."


"It seemed a good idea at the time. I figured she'd be uncomfortable if I'd told her who I was, and I really wanted to get to know her first."


"That sounds real good, Max, but this is me you're talking to, remember? You wanted to nail her."


"I don't nail women, and I certainly wouldn't have tried it with an engaged woman. I just wanted to spend some time with her." He sighed. "Wish me luck." He climbed from the car and started toward the front of the building, hesitating only a moment before going through the double doors.


Max took one look at the room, and his jaw dropped open.


Vera looked up from her work. Pens and pencils jutted from her beehive hairdo in every direction because she had a tendency to tuck them in and forget them when she got busy.


Max stepped up to her desk. "I'm here to see Miss Swift."


"Are you Mr. Holt?"


He nodded. "And you are?"


"Vera Bankhead. Miss Swift's administrative assistant. I sort of run the place."


Max smiled. "I'll bet you're good at it, too."


"Let's put it this way. I know everything that goes on around here."


Max glanced around. "I smell fresh paint."


"Yes, Miss Swift recently redecorated the place." She leaned closer and whispered. "I had nothing to do with it." She picked up the telephone. "I'll tell her you're here."


"Thank you."


Vera hung up the phone a moment later. "She'll be right with you."


Max turned at the sound of a door opening. Jamie Swift stepped out, took one look, and gasped at the sight of him. "What are you doing here?"


"Hello, Jamie."


She simply stared back at him.


Still wearing her most professional smile, Vera cut her eyes from Jamie to Max then back to Jamie. "Uh, Miss Swift, this is Mr. Holt. As in M. Holt."


"Max Holt," he said, stepping forward and offering his hand.


Jamie experienced a moment of total disorientation. "The Max Holt?"


"Yeah."


"Oh, Lordy," Vera said. "I don't believe it. We've got a celebrity in our office."


Jamie stared at the man. "You can't be serious. Is this some kind of joke?"


"Afraid not."


Jamie's look turned from stunned disbelief to pure annoyance. "I don't believe it," she said. "You have some nerve coming into this office after lying to me about your true identity last night and allowing me to make a complete fool of myself. Just who do you think you are?"


Vera gawked.


"I'm sorry," Max said. "I should have told you the truth."


"Sorry? That's it?


"I don't know what more I can do than apologize. I never meant for it to turn out the way it did."


"What in heaven's name is going on?" Vera asked.


"This man is a dirty rotten liar, Vera. If I were a violent woman I'd—"


"The least we can do is act civilized here," Max said. "After all, we have business to conduct."


"I refuse to conduct business with you."


"Jamie, have you lost your mind?" Vera said.


Jamie realized she was trembling. "This man is an imposter. He tried to pass himself off as somebody else last night. He abducted me—"


"You came with me of your own free will," Max reminded.


"He scared me to death, then he made a fool of me."


Vera tossed him a dark look. "You did all that?" When Max nodded sheepishly, she reached for her purse. "Let me shoot him, Jamie."


Max put his hands over Vera's before she could reach inside her purse for her gun. "Before you shoot me, at least give me the chance to make it up to Miss Swift."


Vera paused. "Okay, but this had better be good because I am definitely not having a good day and you just made it worse."


Max looked at Jamie. "I really am sorry, Jamie. I had no right to do what I did."


Vera waited. "That's the best you can do?"


"I wanted to get to know you on a personal level," Max continued. "I knew you'd feel uncomfortable if I told you who I really was, what with me being an investor and all."


Jamie refused to listen. Instead, she turned and strode into her office, slamming the door behind her.


"I don't think she likes you," Vera said. "I think you'd better leave."


"You have to help me," Max said.


"And why should I do that?"


"Jamie overreacted, Vera. For some reason she thought I had abducted her and was out to rape and kill her. I don't know if she's been watching too many cop shows or what, but she clearly panicked for no reason."


Vera averted her eyes and shifted in her chair. It was obvious she felt guilty for having filled Jamie's head with so many terrible stories.


"Well, Jamie has been under a lot of stress lately, but when push comes to shove I'm going to take her side. Besides, you had no right to pass yourself off as somebody else. I'm afraid I can't help you."


"Tell you what, Vera. If you'll just help me this once, I promise I'll make it up to Jamie. Not only that, I'll have this place redecorated inside and out at my expense." He reached into his jacket for his wallet and pulled out a credit card. He offered it to her.


"Do you think you can just buy your way out of everything, Mr. Holt?"


"Not everything."


Vera eyed him suspiciously. "Do I get a new desk?"


"Everybody can have a new desk."


"How about the computers? They're old."


"Whatever you need. I don't care if you rebuild this place from the ground up."


"What's the limit on this card?"


"There is none."


Vera stared at the card like a hungry mongrel would a large steak. "Well, in that case." She snatched the card from him and tucked it inside the bodice of her dress.


Max arched one brow.


"Don't worry, your credit card is safe." She patted her breast. "Nobody ever goes here." She stood and made for Jamie's office. "You'll have to give me a few minutes. This isn't going to be easy. Have a seat."


Max glanced at the sofa. "I'll stand."


When Vera came out of Jamie's office five minutes later, she nodded. "You can go in now. She's calm."


"You're sure?"


"I told you I run the show. I know how to talk to Miss Swift."


Max took a deep breath, opened the door to Jamie's office, and walked in.


Jamie had a lit cigarette in her mouth. "Close the door."


"Sit," she said after the door shut.


"I think I ought to stand in case I have to make a quick getaway."


Jamie had no desire to talk to him, and the only reason she'd agreed to do it was because Vera had given her permission to smoke one cigarette. Just one. "What you did was bad."


"Despicable," he said.


"Worse. It was appalling, contemptible, loathsome, and vile."


"Wow, you even managed to alphabetize the list. I'm impressed."


"Truly, there are no words."


"Sounds like you found pretty good substitutes."


Jamie's phone rang. She snatched it up. "Mike? How's your mother?" She paused and listened. "A stroke? How bad is she?"


Max took a chair in front of her desk and waited.


"I told you not to worry about the newspaper," Jamie finally said. "You need to be with your family. I'll make the deadline." She tried to reassure him several times before she hung up.


"I really don't have time to meet with you today, Mr. Holt," she said. "My managing editor had an emergency, and the paper has to go to print this evening. Perhaps some other time."


"I can help you, Jamie," he said. "Don't forget, I know the newspaper business inside and out."


"This is a weekly newspaper. Small potatoes compared to what you're used to."


Max reached for her phone and dialed. "May I speak to Deedee?" He waited. "Hi, big sister. I just wanted to tell you not to wait dinner on me. I'm going to be tied up with business for a while."


Jamie's eyes widened, but she waited until he hung up before saying anything. "Deedee, as in Deedee Fontana?"


"Uh-huh."


"She's your sister?"


Max nodded.


"So that explains how you got involved with my newspaper to begin with. Deedee told you all about my financial woes so you decided to take me on as a charity case."


"I bought into the paper because I believe in the value of local press."


Jamie stubbed her cigarette out in a potted plant. "I don't like people butting into my affairs, business or otherwise."


"Face it, kiddo, you need me."


He smiled that knockout smile, and Jamie knew she couldn't turn him down. "Okay, but just this once because I'm shorthanded. I'll show you what I have so far, and we can go from there."


* * * * *


Vito held the door open for Mitzi as she stepped into the cramped motel room. The double beds were draped in faded spreads that looked as though they'd seen far too many washdays, and the carpet was badly stained. Mitzi turned and planted her hands on her hips.


"You're kidding, right? You don't really expect me to sleep in this room."


"It's the best we could afford right now," he said. "It's not like we're going to find a Hyatt Regency in a town this size."


"I am not believing this," she almost shouted. "I spend hours riding in a hot car, thinking how great it's going to be when I get to the hotel and I can take a nice long bubble bath." She peeked inside the bathroom and muttered a four-letter word. "I wouldn't bathe my dog in that nasty-looking tub."


"So take a shower."


"I need to soak in hot water. I have a bad back."


"Probably from spending so many years working on it."


"Bastard."


"I did the best I could," Vito said. "It's either sleep here or in the backseat of the car."


She pointed at Lenny. "Where is he supposed to sleep?"


"On the other bed."


"You're shittin' me, right? You expect me to share a room with a dirty druggie who would sell his own sister for a fix?"


"I don't have a sister," Lenny said, "so you're safe with me."


Mitzi and Vito just looked at him. Finally, Vito checked his wristwatch. "Listen, Mitzi, Lenny and me have to get some work done. We're here on business, remember?"


"And that's another thing. I want to know what the hell you two are up to. I've asked you at least fifty times, and now I'm demanding an answer."


Vito shrugged. "We're hit men, Mitzi. We're here to kill someone."


"Oh, very funny. You're just a barrel of laughs, Vito. But I'm sure whatever it is, it's illegal, and if you end up in the slammer again, I'm outta here. You got that?"


He looked at Lenny. "Almost makes it worth it, huh?"


"I just wish the two of you would stop arguing," Lenny said.


"Tell you what, Mitzi," Vito said. "I'll call the maid and have her scrub out the tub for you. You can take your bubble bath and read one of those magazines you bought for the trip. After that, you can watch TV."


"They don't have HBO," she said between gritted teeth. She turned for the bathroom and slammed the door so hard it knocked a picture from the wall.


Vito looked at Lenny. "I think I'm about to shoot the wrong person."


* * * * *


It was after midnight by the time the newspaper was ready to go to print. Jamie had to admit Max knew his stuff; he'd arranged the actual page layouts in half the time it usually took her. "I added some last-minute advertising Vera gave me," he told Jamie, once they'd handed everything over to the pressroom staff.


"Good. We can always use advertising." Her eyes ached from all the copy-editing and final proofing she'd done. She was bone tired and looked forward to some shut-eye. Max, on the other hand, looked fresh and ready to put in another day.


"I'm pleased with the results," Max said, "but next time we'll do even better."


"There's not going to be a next time, Max. You helped me out of a bind, and I appreciate it, but—"


"What's the problem, Jamie? We worked very well together today."


"I have an editor, Max."


He looked amused. "You don't like me very much, do you, Swifty?"


She looked at him. "Swifty?"


"I thought it sounded like a cute nickname."


Jamie rolled her eyes.


"Back to my question."


"I like you fine, Max, but it doesn't matter one way or the other. We're business partners, we don't have to be best friends."


"But you're a little distant, don't you think?"


"Meaning I don't fawn all over you like most women?"


He smiled. "Well, that, too."


"Do the words 'happily engaged' mean anything to you?"


"Of course."


"Even if I weren't engaged I would never get involved with a man like you."


"A man like me?"


"I've got your number, Max Holt. I read the newspapers. You go through women like a horse goes through oats, and you have an ego the size of Texas."


"Other than that what do you think of me?"


"Can't you be serious for five minutes?"


"I am being serious. Okay, so I'm not perfect, but that doesn't mean I can't help you. You want this paper to succeed or you wouldn't push yourself so hard."


Jamie felt uncomfortable with his dark eyes boring into hers. "Listen, you've seen what you came to see. My accountant will continue to send financial reports and whatever else you need, but our business is finished."


"What's he like?"


"Who?"


"The man you're going to marry."


"You're getting a little personal, aren't you?"


"I'm curious."


"Phillip is a very nice man. He's kind and loving, and he will make a wonderful husband and father. Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to go home and—"


Max caught movement out of the corner of his eye and realized a car had passed by the front of the building where a large, plate-glass window looked out on Main Street. The blinds were partially closed, so he only caught a glimpse of headlights and nothing more. He turned back to Jamie but before he could say anything, he heard the rapid repetitive bursts of an automatic weapon. The plate-glass window exploded.


Jamie screamed as Max dove for her, pulling her down onto the floor. Together they rolled against the wall and lay there while the shots continued and everything shattered around them.


Jamie tried not to move as the firing continued, the noise so loud she feared her eardrums would burst. Suddenly, something painful pierced her leg, and she winced. "Oh, crap," she said. "And I didn't think this day could get worse."


Max held her fast, covering her with his own body. "What is it?"


"I've been shot," she said.
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The firing stopped as quickly as it had begun, followed by the sound of screeching tires as a car sped away. Max rolled off Jamie and winced at the sight of her leg. An ugly shard of glass protruded from her calf. Quickly, he searched for other wounds. Thankfully, there were none.


Jamie sat up, took one look at her leg and gave a sigh of absolute disgust. "Would you look at that? I've gone all day without getting a run in these pantyhose. Now I wish I'd gone ahead and bought the store brand instead of spending four dollars more for a name brand." She sighed. "Oh, double damn."


Max just looked at her.


"Well, are you going to pull the blasted thing out or do I have to sit here and bleed to death?"


Max reached for the knot in his tie, undid it and pulled it from his neck. He jerked the glass shard from her leg.


Jamie sucked in her breath sharply. "Ouch!"


"I never promised it would feel good," he said as he wrapped the tie around her, binding the wound tight to keep it from bleeding worse. "This should do until we can get help. Call nine-one-one. I need to check outside." He hurried from the room and almost bumped into one of the men from production. They did a little dance as Max tried to get past him, and the other man didn't seem to know which way to move. Finally, Max pushed him out of the way and ran.


Jamie was already on the telephone, explaining the situation to the police dispatcher. With assurances that help was on the way, she hung up and found Lyle, her production manager, staring at her leg in concern.


"Miss Swift, are you okay?" he asked. "I came in from the back to go to the bathroom and I heard the noise." He glanced around the shot-up office in disbelief.


"I'm okay," Jamie replied. "I'll probably have a scar on my leg the size of our parking lot. There goes my dream of competing in the Miss South Carolina beauty pageant. Is everyone in back okay, Lyle?"


He nodded. "I'm sure nobody back there heard the shots, what with the printing press going at full speed. Do you need me to do something?"


"The police are on their way."


* * * * *


The police arrived ten minutes later, followed by an ambulance. As a paramedic treated Jamie's wound, the police chief, Lamar Tevis, a slightly overweight, sandy-haired man in baggy khakis and a badly wrinkled cotton shirt, issued orders to his men. "Call Bud from the crime lab, and tell him to get over here right now."


"Yes, Chief."


Lamar turned to Jamie and Max. "Did either of you see anything?"


Max shook his head. "They got away before I could get a look."


"Who are you?" Lamar bluntly asked.


Jamie introduced Max. Lamar looked impressed. "I've read about you in the newspaper."


Max handed him a metal casing he'd found in the street. "Looks like it came from a high-powered automatic."


Lamar turned the casing over several times as though he might find a clue. "We don't see this kind of action down here. Somebody is mighty serious about killing somebody." He studied Max. "Do you have any enemies? Anybody who might want you dead?"


"I try to conduct business fairly," Max said, "although I'm sure I've made a few people angry in my dealings. I can't think of anyone who'd actually want to kill me."


Lamar turned to Jamie. "Have you been printing anything controversial in your newspaper?"


She rolled her eyes. "Well, I did accidentally print that Peggy Block won a blue ribbon for her Wedding Ring quilt, when it was actually Jane Barker."


Lamar frowned. "Did you print a retraction?" When Jamie nodded, he went on. "Well, then, we know that's not it." At Max's incredulous look Lamar added, "These ladies take their quilts seriously."


"Obviously," Max said, his voice controlled as though he were trying to practice patience. "But one possibility we might consider is that Jamie is covering the mayoral campaign and has already endorsed Frankie Fontana. Since she owns the only newspaper in town, it won't sit well with his opponent. I'm sure you're aware of the threatening mail Frankie has received."


Jamie looked surprised. "He's getting threatening mail? I didn't know that."


Lamar nodded. "Yeah, we're looking into it, but I don't see how the two are connected." He looked at Jamie. "Are you sure you printed a retraction?"


"Yes, Lamar!"


"How about your employees? Anybody holding any grudges against you?"


"Just Vera. She's mad at me because I haven't given her a raise in a long time."


"She carries a .38, doesn't she?"


"How do you know that?"


"My cousin's wife goes to the same beauty parlor. The gun fell out of Vera's purse once." He looked concerned. "Guess I'll have to wake Judge Dobbert so I can get a search warrant. He's not going to like it."


"You're not going to search Vera's house! Jeez, Lamar, Vera wouldn't lay a hand on me. She loves me like a daughter."


"Well, that's true." He sighed. "Doesn't look like this is going to be an easy case. Doesn't look like I'm going to be able to take time off for my annual fishing trip, either."


"Perhaps this was politically motivated," Max said.


Lamar's expression went blank. "Are you thinking of running for office, too?"


Max and Jamie exchanged looks. "No, but the attempted hit might have been a ploy to scare off Frankie," Max said. "Nobody can get to him because his place has more security than Fort Knox. Since I'm his cousin they might try to get to him by hurting me. Or Miss Swift since she's a close friend."


"Well, he did threaten to look into those missing tax dollars," Lamar said. "You might be on to something."


"And who better to help Frankie with the investigation than his cousin Max Holt?" Jamie said.


"Man, this puts a whole new light on things," Lamar said.


Bud from the crime lab arrived. "Holy smoke, Lamar!" he said the minute he stepped into Jamie's office. "What happened here?"


"Somebody shot holes through Jamie's window."


"Hell's bells, I figured that out for myself. Does anyone know why?


"We're working on it. I want you to run this metal casing through ballistics and see if we can get an exact make on the weapon."


Bud took the casing and looked at it closely. "Man oh man, this here puppy is bad." He looked at Jamie. "I hope you cleared up matters between the quilting-bee ladies. My wife is part of the group, and she was mad as a hornet that somebody else got credit."


Max turned and looked out the window.


Jamie suspected Max was growing impatient with the local law enforcement personnel. "Lamar, can we go?"


"Give me just a sec," he said. "I need to write up a quick report and have ya'll sign it. And I'll have my men board up the front window for you," he added.


"Would you mind leaving one of the deputies here until my production crew finishes up?"


"Sure thing. Do you want me to post someone outside your house?"


"I'm taking Miss Swift to the Fontana place," Max said. When Jamie looked like she might argue, he went on. "Frankie's house is the safest place in town right now."


Jamie relented. She was bone tired, and she suspected she wouldn't get much sleep if she was home alone.


"I may as well tell you there's someone from the local TV station outside," Bud said. "I tried to get rid of him, but he's looking for a story."


"I'll go out with you," Lamar said.


As soon as they finished the report Jamie followed Max and Lamar outside. Sure enough, a reporter stood outside the door, another man taping them as they tried to pass.


A man shoved a microphone in Jamie's face. "Miss Swift, can you tell me what happened here tonight?"


"I have no comment," she said.


"Go ahead," Lamar said quietly. "I'll talk to them."


The reporter faced him and raised the microphone to him. "We're ready, Chief."


Max and Jamie hurried away. His car was parked on the other side of her Mustang convertible. As Jamie started around her car, she paused.


"Oh, my God!"


Max whipped around. "What is it?"


"They shot a hole through my passenger door!" Jamie knelt on the ground beside her car so she could get a closer look. She felt her throat close up. "I don't believe it."


Max knelt beside her. "Probably ricocheted off the building. That's too bad."


Jamie's eyes stung. "You don't understand. I love this car. It's—" She almost choked on the words. She looked up at Max. "You wouldn't understand."


"Help me."


"My father gave me this car as a graduation present, it's really all I have left," she added mournfully.


"I'm really sorry, Jamie. The good news is it can be fixed."


She swiped her eyes, determined not to burst into tears. To a man like Max Holt, who'd probably spent millions having others design his automobile, her car was just an old Mustang convertible. "It's just a car," she muttered. "Don't worry about it."


* * * * *


"You think we got 'em, dude?" Lenny asked, as Vito parked behind the motel and cut the engine.


"I don't know how we could have missed, but we can't leave town until we know for sure. We don't get paid until it's a done deal." He grunted. "I wanted to get out of here tonight. The cops are probably combing the area as we speak."


"Nobody knows we're here, man. The motel manager thinks Mitzi is alone."


Vito nodded. "Yeah, but the sooner we blow this town the better. I've got a bad feeling. Now, be quiet going in, okay? If Mitzi's asleep I don't want to wake her. She'll ask questions."


* * * * *


Frankie and Deedee were awakened at two a.m. by the telephone. Frankie picked it up. "Yeah?" He rubbed his eyes and listened. "Let them in."


"Who is it?" Deedee asked, reaching for the lamp. She turned it on, and the two blinked at one another sleepily.


"Max and Jamie. What in the world are they doing together?"


Deedee wrinkled her brow in thought. "Oh, I wish I wouldn't do that," she whined. "One day I'm going to frown, and the wrinkles are going to permanently lock into place." She smoothed her forehead as though checking to make sure they were gone. "Max is sort of her business partner," she finally said.


Frankie just looked at her. "Why didn't I know that?"


"Sweetie, I try not to bother you with every little thing. You know Jamie's had financial losses with her newspaper. I asked Max to help."


Frankie's look softened. "Why am I not surprised? My little Deedee, who always wants to make things easier for people. What I don't understand is why he would bring her here at this hour."


"I hope he's not planning to nail her. I hope I didn't screw up by asking him to help her."


"Your intentions were good." Frankie climbed from the bed, shivering from the cold. He reached for his terrycloth bathrobe. Deedee, wearing a tight-fitting gossamer teddy, got up as well.


"Go back to bed, kitten," Frankie said, his warm breath creating a vapor in the cold air as he spoke. "I'll take care of it."


"I can't just lie here. Something must be wrong for them to show up here in the middle of the night." Deedee checked her reflection in the mirror over the vanity. "Eeyeuuw, my hair looks terrible. I should wake Beenie."


"Let him sleep, honey. Your hair looks fine. Besides, Beenie will pitch a tantrum and throw all your hairbrushes in the toilet like he did last time he got angry."


Deedee slipped on her own bathrobe. "I know he's temperamental, but it's part of his creative nature."


Frankie shrugged and opened the door, letting her pass through first. "If you're happy with him, that's all that matters. We can afford to buy hairbrushes."


The housekeeper was in the process of making coffee and preparing sandwiches for Max and Jamie when Frankie and Deedee joined them. Deedee took one look at Jamie's bandaged leg.


"Oh, no!" she cried. "What happened to you?


"It's just a small cut," Jamie said. "I'm more annoyed than anything."


"There was a shooting at the newspaper office," Max said. "Just some drunk with a gun, no doubt. The glass from Jamie's window shattered, and a piece of it hit her leg. The paramedic put a couple of butterfly stitches on it, no big deal."


Deedee's hand flew to her breasts. "You could have been killed!"


Jamie knew Max was trying to play it down so as not to frighten Deedee. Frankie was hell-bent on protecting her. There was no way they could pretend it hadn't happened because the local TV station would broadcast news like that for the next six months. Deedee would find out eventually. "Yeah, I figure it was probably a redneck with his grandpa's deer rifle trying to show off. Or maybe the quilting club."


"You called the police, right?" Frankie said.


Max nodded. "They're investigating now. I brought Jamie here because I wanted to make sure her leg was okay."


Jamie nodded. "In case it starts bleeding," she said. "I don't have any Band-Aids at home, and all the stores are closed."


"That was a good idea," Deedee said, taking Jamie's hand in hers. "I know all about first aid. I took a course. And you don't have to worry about a thing because we'll take good care of you. This place is crawling with security." Deedee looked adoringly at her husband, then at Max. "And we have two big strong men in the house."


The housekeeper set a plate of sandwiches in front of Max and Jamie. "Would anyone like coffee?"


All four nodded.


"So you think the shooting was random," Frankie said.


"I can't imagine why anyone would want to hurt either of us," Max replied, his eyes making contact with Frankie. The two exchanged silent messages. Frankie seemed to get it, but remained poker-faced.


"That has to be it," Deedee said. "We read about this sort of thing all the time. I can't believe we have so many psychos running loose."


Jamie took a bite of her sandwich. She was not the least bit hungry, but she was trying her best to act calm. "Great chicken salad," she told the housekeeper. "You must've known Max and I were starving to death." The woman smiled at her.


Jamie looked from Frankie to Deedee. "My managing editor's mother was sent to the ER today. Max was kind enough to help me get the newspaper out on time."


"Besides," Deedee continued as though she weren't listening to the conversation. "Why would anyone try to hurt Jamie?"


Jamie shrugged. "The only person who dislikes me right now is Vera. I can't afford to give her a raise."


"Sweetheart, why don't you go back to bed?" Frankie suggested to his wife. "I'll make sure Max and Jamie get settled in."


"Frankie's right," Max said. "You look exhausted."


Deedee glanced around the table. "Why is everyone trying to get rid of me?" When they didn't respond right away, she looked suspicious. "Something's going on, isn't it? Something none of you want me to find out about. What is it?" She didn't wait for anyone to answer. "This has something to do with Frankie's campaign, doesn't it? Oh, Lord, I knew it."


"I certainly don't see a connection," Max said.


"Oh, yeah? First we get threatening letters, now someone is trying to kill you and Jamie. Why are you keeping it from me?"


"Now, honey." Frankie reached for her hand and squeezed it. "One has nothing to do with the other."


"You're getting upset over nothing, big sister," Max said. "Jamie and I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time."


"Max is right," Jamie said. "We were working in my office, which overlooks Main Street. We were easy targets."


"Lamar will find the person responsible," Frankie said.


Deedee didn't look convinced. "Well, I don't think Jamie should go back to work until they find this person. What if he returns?"


Jamie shook her head. "I'm not the least bit worried. Vera keeps a gun with her at all times, and she's mean enough to use it."


"You're shivering, Jamie," Max said.


"Oh, my," Deedee said. "She's probably in shock, poor thing."


Jamie knew Deedee kept the air-conditioning just above freezing because of her hot flashes, but she wasn't about to bring it up, knowing how sensitive her friend was on the subject. She had never been so damn cold in her life. She would have wrestled a bear for his hide right now. "I'm fine," she insisted.


"Honey, let me take you upstairs and tuck you into bed," Deedee offered. "You can sleep as late as you want."


Frankie waited until he and Max were alone before he spoke. "Thank you."


"Don't mention it," Max said.


The big man settled back in his chair. "Now tell me what really happened."


Max waited until the housekeeper refilled their coffee cups and went off to bed. "Do you know anyone besides the mayor who doesn't want you to win?"


"Could be a bunch of his cronies don't want to lose their jobs. They got this good-old-boy system. The people running this town are all either related by blood or marriage. Maybe they're hoping to scare me off."


"The person responsible for the shooting was trying to do more than scare someone off, Frankie. We're talking attempted murder here." Max described the type of gun that had been used.


"Don't tell Deedee," Frankie said.


"I know how protective you are where my sister's concerned," Max said, "but she's bound to find out sooner or later, and she's not going to appreciate your keeping it from her." He chuckled. "It would be just like her to insist on taking shooting lessons."


"That's what I'm afraid of."


Max grinned. "She's still a handful. Anyway, in the meantime, I'll help you look into it, if you like. Truth is, it smells like rotten money, and I think the fact that you threatened to investigate the missing tax dollars stirred up a hornet's nest. If someone is willing to kill over it, you can bet it's serious."


"But why go after you and Jamie?"


"Because it's impossible to get to you, what with all the security you've got. And the powers that be will suspect I'm going to help you look into it, which I have every intention of doing. They know I have the resources to do it right."


"This is nothing like wrestling," Frankie said. "At least I could look across the ring and see my opponent." He shook his head sadly. "What can I do to help?"


* * * * *


Jamie felt somebody watching her. She opened her eyes and bolted upright in the bed. "What the hell?"


Beenie screamed and almost tripped on his own two feet jumping back. "Oh, Lordy, you scared me half to death!" he cried. "My heart is going pitter-patter, pitter-patter. I almost weeweed on myself."


"Beenie, don't you ever slip up on me like that," Jamie said, pulling a baseball bat from beneath the covers. "You're lucky I didn't bash your brains."


He eyed the bat and cocked one slender hip, planting his hand on it as though miffed. "Wherever did you get that weapon?"


"Deedee gave it to me. Do you have a specific reason for slipping into my room without knocking?"


"Mr. Fontana asked me to check and see if you were awake."


"I am now. What's going on?"


"You know I don't delve into other people's business."


"I'm waiting, Beenie."


"Okay, okay, your fiance is here."


"Phillip? Here?"


"Yes, and he's looking very dapper this morning, dressed in a navy pin-striped suit and crisp white dress shirt that shows off his tan. Of course, the man doesn't know the first thing about choosing ties. It's burgundy, for heaven's sake." Beenie sighed. "But what can I do? I've certainly dropped enough hints. Anyway, he looks worried."


"What time is it?"


"Seven."


Jamie climbed from the bed, unabashed in her thin nightgown. "Tell him I'll be right down."


"Okay, but it's not my job, and I'm not getting paid for it. The housekeeper in this place is a lazy slut, if you ask me."


Jamie ignored him and reached for a bathrobe as Beenie hurried away. Donning the robe, she checked her hair and general appearance in the mirror. Not great, but it would have to do. Downstairs, she found Phillip sipping coffee at the dining room table, deep in conversation with Max and Frankie. This time his strawberry-blond hair was perfectly combed.


"Jamie!" Phillip stood and reached for her, hugging her tightly against him. "I came as soon as I heard the news. Are you okay?"


"Just a minor cut, Phillip," she said, loving the feel of his clean-shaven jaw against her cheek. His gray eyes looked concerned. "It's no big deal, really. How did you find out?"


"Vera called me. She went in early this morning and saw the crime-scene tape. She tried to reach you at home. When you didn't answer she called me, and I called Lamar. He explained the situation, told me you were staying here."


Jamie had planned to call Vera as soon as she'd had a cup of coffee. She knew how the woman fretted over her. "Vera knows I'm okay, right?"


"Yes. I called her back and promised her I'd come right over. My mother is frantic, too. She said to pack you up and bring you home immediately. You'll be safe there."


That was the last thing Jamie needed at the moment. Annabelle would make such a fuss over her that Jamie wouldn't get a minute's peace. The woman would insist on keeping her locked inside the house. Jamie would be forced to eat stuff like liver pate and those tiny cucumber sandwiches she hated and Annabelle would discuss every minute detail of the wedding plans. Jamie shot Frankie a pleading look.


"Jamie is welcome to stay here as long as she likes," he said. "The grounds are crawling with security, and I'm hiring more. Under the circumstances, I think it's the safest place for her."


Jamie silently thanked him.


"It's up to you, honey," Phillip said, "but you know you're welcome anytime." He paused. "You'll be living there soon anyway. We'll have an entire wing to ourselves."


Jamie had misgivings about living on the Standish estate, but she figured she'd give it a shot since the family employed a cleaning staff and Jamie didn't have time for that sort of thing. She also wasn't crazy about having to dress up for dinner, but it didn't seem like much of a sacrifice when somebody else was doing the cooking and cleaning up afterward.


The housekeeper offered Jamie a cup of coffee, and she accepted it. "Would you like something to eat?" Frankie asked, motioning to a large platter of fresh-cut fruit on the table, beside which sat a basket of sweet rolls and bagels. "The cook can fix you eggs and bacon if you like."


Jamie shook her head. "I'm not a breakfast person."


Frankie chuckled. "Neither is Deedee. But that's because she sleeps till lunchtime."


Jamie took a seat next to Phillip. She glanced across the table and found Max watching her curiously. "Phillip, I assume you've met Frankie's brother-in-law, Max Holt."


Phillip smiled. "Yes. He tells me he was helping out at the paper last night when the incident occurred. I'm glad you weren't alone at the time of the shooting."


"I'll bet he didn't tell you he saved my life."


Phillip looked surprised. "No."


"If he hadn't pushed me down on the floor when the shooting started, I would be riddled with bullets this morning."


"I guess I owe you a world of thanks," Phillip told Max.


Max wasn't looking at Phillip. He was staring at Jamie, an amused look on his face. "My pleasure."


"Does anyone have any thoughts as to why the shooting occurred?" Phillip asked. "Do you think it's politically motivated?"


"That's what we're trying to find out," Max told him.


Frankie looked at Jamie. "I wish you hadn't endorsed me. Not that I don't appreciate it, but you may have put yourself at risk. It might be better if you remained neutral from here on out."


"I've never had a neutral thought in my life," she said. "I'm not about to start now."


Frankie sighed heavily. "Or maybe this person is after Max," he said. "I threatened to look into missing tax dollars. People will assume Max is here to help me, and anybody who has heard of him knows he's capable of getting the information. Could be I put both of you in danger," he added, shaking his head.


"I'll see that you get all the cooperation you need with regard to looking into the matter," Phillip told Max. "It's the least I can do for the man who risked his own life to save my fiancee."


A tired-looking Deedee appeared on the stairs looking like a princess. Beenie followed, holding her little Maltese dog, and helping Deedee down slowly, as though he feared she might fall. He was dressed casually in white slacks with razor-sharp creases, and a navy Ralph Lauren oxford shirt.


"What's going on?" Deedee asked. "How come you people are up so early? You're not eating at this hour, are you?" She shuddered.


Frankie jumped from the table and put his arm around his wife. "You didn't have to get up, sweetheart."


"I heard voices. I was afraid something else had happened."


"Our Jamie is safe as a bug in a rug," Frankie said, pulling out her chair. "Look, honey, Phillip is here."


Deedee smiled wearily. "I guess you heard, huh?"


Phillip nodded. "First thing this morning."


Beenie hurried into the kitchen with Choo-Choo. When he came out he was carrying a cup of Deedee's favorite Frappuccino. "I'm taking Choo-Choo out for his morning potty."


"It's been a while since we've seen you, Phillip," Deedee said. "You and Jamie never come to dinner anymore."


"I would come more often, but Jamie is always busy with the newspaper. One of the drawbacks of being engaged to a workaholic," he added with a smile. He reached across the table and squeezed Jamie's hand. "Try scheduling a honeymoon around her work schedule."


"You should talk," Jamie said.


"I hope the two of you slow down once you're married," Frankie said. "Take a little time to stop and smell the roses."


Phillip chuckled. "I'm going to insist Jamie quit work immediately so she can join the garden club and attend teas and luncheons with my mother." He looked at Jamie. "Naturally you'll want to get involved with her charity work."


"Yeah, right, Phillip," Jamie muttered, even though she knew he was teasing. "How about I invite the garden club over to my place and see how good I am at growing weeds?"


She happened to glance in Max's direction. He gave her a private smile. She suspected he knew she would never be satisfied sitting home playing hostess or heading up garden committees.


"Jamie is very driven," Deedee said. "I respect that about her."


"I'm very proud of her," Phillip said, "but I'd like to see her have more fun in life. I plan to spoil her."


Once again, Jamie felt Max's eyes on her. "That's just it, Phillip. I love having my own newspaper."


He patted her hand. "I know." He checked his wristwatch. "Uh-oh, I have a client in half an hour. Are you sure you're okay?" he asked Jamie.


"I'm perfectly fine. Now go to work and stop worrying about me."


"Are you planning to go into the office today?" he asked.


"I probably need to talk to Lamar first."


"Just call me on my cell phone." Phillip kissed her lightly. "Frankie, Deedee, thanks for coffee. Max, it was a pleasure meeting you. Call me and we can have a drink at my club."


Max nodded.


Frankie walked Phillip out. When he returned he held the newspaper. "Neither rain nor hail nor a drive-by shooting prevents our newspaper from getting out."


Jamie accepted another cup of coffee as Frankie perused the paper. She dreaded calling Vera, knowing the woman would somehow blame her for the shooting incident.


"Are there any sales, sweetie?" Deedee said.


Frankie looked. "Aw, Bates's Furniture is having a liquidation sale. Everything in the store is half price. I don't know if they have French provincial furniture, though."


Jamie looked up from her coffee cup. "What did you say?"


"And Beaumont Paints is having a going-out-of-business sale," Frankie added. "I didn't know they were going out of business. This might be a good time to repaint the house, Deedee." He winked at Max.


"Let me see that," Jamie said, reaching for the newspaper. The two ads together took up a full page. "Oh, no!"


"What is it?" Max said.


"I never saw these advertisements."


He got up, rounded the table and glanced over her shoulder. "Those are the two ads I told you I put in at the last minute. Vera handed them to me on her way out."


The color drained from Jamie's face. "Double damn!"


"What's wrong, honey?" Deedee asked.


"I can't believe she did this to me," Jamie said. "I'm going to kill her. I'll kill her with her own gun, that's what I'll do. That way it'll look like suicide."


"Do I sense a problem?" Max asked.


Jamie briefly filled them in.


Max stared at her in disbelief. "You had the place painted and furnished for my visit? Why?"


"I didn't want you to see how bad it looked."


"You mean it looked worse before it was redecorated?"


She shot him a death look but went on to explain. "Vera asked Tom and Herman, well, actually, she threatened them, to give the place a little face-lift, and that's how they responded."


"Oh, Jamie," Deedee cooed, patting her hand. "I would have decorated it for you."


Jamie could only imagine the results had Deedee been in charge, and she immediately felt ashamed. "Tom and Herman are going to sue my pants off. I need to call my lawyer."


"Let me see if I can talk to these guys first," Max said.


Beenie rushed through the swinging door with Choo-Choo. "Here's your mama," he told the small dog, placing him in Deedee's outstretched arms.


"Did he go?" she asked.


"Oh, yes! Choo-Choo is a very good boy. I gave him his treat, brushed his teeth and coat, and then I sprayed him with doggie deodorant."


"Mama is very proud of her little boy," Deedee exclaimed, kissing the pooch on his nose.


She suddenly yawned. "I'm going back to bed. I can't handle a crisis this early in the morning. Besides, I feel bags growing beneath my eyes."


"I'll get you an eye mask from the freezer," Beenie said, hurrying through the swinging door once more.


Deedee turned to Jamie with a look of determination on her face. "Honey, I insist you stay with us for a while. At least until we find the guy who shot out your window last night."


"I'll be fine," Jamie said.


Deedee looked at her husband. "Frankie, make her stay."


"You have to stay," Frankie said. "Deedee will worry."


"We can run by your place later so you can pick up some clothes," Max offered. "I'm going into town anyway."


Jamie debated whether or not to remain in the Fontana household. She had been scared the night before, but the sun shining through the dining room window made her feel as though everything were going to be okay. Besides, she liked being in her own place. "I'm not afraid of being alone," she said.


Deedee leaned closer. "You know Phillip will have a hissy fit if you stay at your place," she said in a conspiratorial manner. "He and Annabelle will march right up to your doorstep and drag you home with them. You won't be able to wear jeans because you won't blend. You'll have to wear dresses."


"Eeyeuuw!" Jamie said.


"Yeah, I figured that would settle it. Besides, you've got a baseball bat under your bed, and I've got a rolling pin on my night table. Ain't nobody going to mess with us, sister."


Jamie looked at Max. The smile on his face told her he was glad she was staying. She was definitely going to have to put Max Holt in his place.



[bookmark: chapter_5]Chapter Five


Jamie tried not to worry about a possible lawsuit as she dialed the city police. She was put through to Lamar, who told her it would be okay to go back into the building.


"My deputies are over there now looking around in case we missed anything last night. They'll keep an eye on the place for a few days. Also, I'm going to have to question your employees, if that's okay."


"That's fine." Jamie hung up and dialed Vera, who answered on the first ring.


"You must've really made someone mad this time," Vera said, before Jamie spoke. "What in the world did you do?"


"Vera Bankhead, don't you dare start on me. Have you lost your mind? You've opened me up for a lawsuit from Tom and Herman."


"Oh, that," Vera said, as though it were no big deal. "Tom and Herman wouldn't dare sue us."


She didn't sound very confident.


"You're going to print a retraction, and an apology. But first, you're going over to Tom's and Herman's stores and apologize to them personally."


"And if I refuse?"


Jamie paused abruptly. She loved Vera like a mother, but the woman had crossed the line and left the newspaper vulnerable to legal problems. Still, she couldn't fire her. She took a deep breath. "You won't get the raise I was planning to give you with your new job title."


"You never said anything about a raise or a promotion."


"I wanted to surprise you."


The woman on the other end was quiet for a moment. "What's my new title?"


Jamie sighed. "Assistant editor. I want you to work more closely with Mike and me. Mostly Mike."


Vera seemed to ponder it. "I'll think about it."


"And I might put you in charge of selling advertisement if that part-time guy doesn't start doing a better job."


"How much of a raise are we talking about?"


"I'll let you know as soon as I look at our budget. But first you need to tell Tom and Herman you're sorry."


Vera grumbled under her breath. "I'll work on it."


* * * * *


Jamie came downstairs wearing a pair of Deedee's jeans that were a bit on the snug side, and a cotton pullover that molded nicely to her breasts.


Max smiled at the sight. "You ready to go?"


Jamie nodded and followed him out to his car. "I spoke with Lamar," she said, once they were on their way. "He's going to have deputies watching the place."


Max nodded. "Muffin, rise and shine. We've got work to do."


"And a hearty good morning to you, Max," Muffin replied. "I'm fine, how are you?"


Jamie couldn't hide her amazement. "She's being sarcastic."


"Good morning, Miss Swift," Muffin said. "I hope you rested well considering all the turmoil last night. Is your leg better?"


Jamie stared, dumbfounded. "I'm, uh, fine, thank you." She covered her face. "I'm talking to a computer."


"At least she's being nice to you," Max said. "Okay, Muffin, now that we've exchanged pleasantries, would you mind looking up the number to Bates's Furniture? I want to talk to Herman Bates."


"Yeah, yeah, yeah."


"What are you doing?" Jamie asked Max.


"I'm trying to kill two birds with one stone. We need new furniture, and we need to suck up to Herman Bates and the other fellow."


"Tom Brown."


"Right."


"I can't afford to redecorate."


"But I can. Besides, I need the tax write-off."


Jamie shook her head. "You know, between you and Vera I don't stand a chance."


"I've got Herman Bates on hold, Max," Muffin said. "The Bates brothers seem to have this town tied up. There's a Bates's Computer and Office Supply store, a Bates's Furniture, and a Bates's Builder's Supply."


"Muffin is right," Jamie said. "The Bates family owns half the town. They've got the power and the resources to wipe me from the face of the earth."


"Now we have to find out how greedy they are. Muffin, put Mr. Bates through."


A gruff voice answered.


"Good morning, Mr. Bates," Max said. "I appreciate your holding."


"Is this Maximillian Holt?" he asked. "The guy who makes all those big business deals that I read about in Fortune?"


"Yep, that's me."


"Man oh man. What can I do for you?"


"Well, Herman, I'd like to do some business with you and your family while I'm in town."


"You're talking to the right guy."


"I'm completely renovating a business. A large building with offices. I'll need the name of a good contractor and interior decorator to begin with. The place needs carpentry work, painting inside and out, actually a number of things before we put in new rugs and furniture. Oh, and I'll need new computers. Top-of-the-line stuff, mind you. I may need some specialized office equipment, as well."


"Between my brothers and me, we can handle all your needs," the man said proudly. "Which building are we talking about?"


"The Beaumont Gazette." Max waited.


"The Gazette, huh? I'm afraid I don't do business with those folks anymore. They're a bunch of crazies. In fact, I've got an appointment to see my lawyer this morning concerning a little problem I'm having with them."


Jamie winced. She would be forced to close down the newspaper.


"Gee, that's too bad, Herman. I was counting on your help. Perhaps you could give me the name of someone else who could assist me."


Herman was silent for a moment. "Tell you what. I don't know how you're connected to the newspaper, but you sound nice enough. Why don't you meet me at the store before I open today? I'm going to have a lot of pissed-off customers coming in so I won't be able to talk to you once I open up."


"Yeah, I know about the advertisement," Max said. "I'm afraid it was a practical joke, but I can assure you Miss Swift had nothing to do with it."


"That's no excuse," Herman said. "She's responsible for what's printed in her newspaper." He paused and his voice was softer when he spoke. " 'Course I heard what happened over there last night. Sorry to hear it."


"Thanks, Herman. I've got an idea how you can avoid a crowd of angry customers."


"I'm listening."


"Put a wreath on your door."


"Come again?"


"No sin in closing if someone in the family has passed away," Max said, earning a dark look from Jamie.


Herman chuckled. "Now, that's a new one."


"Surely you have some long-lost aunt or uncle you could mourn."


"We're going to take a loss."


"You'll more than make it up with my business. Trust me."


"It's eight-thirty now. Why don't you come on over, and we can talk."


"Give me twenty minutes."


Muffin disconnected the call. "Well, that proves two of my theories," she said. "Everybody has a price."


"What's the other one?"


"You have no soul. Put a wreath on the door. That really stinks, Max."


Jamie nodded. "She's right."


"Okay, so I can be unscrupulous at times, but this way we avoid a lawsuit, get the newspaper building fixed up and new equipment installed. It's a win-win situation. Oh, and, Muffin. I want a couple of security guards stationed inside the Gazette building pronto. Unless Frankie has already hired everyone in town," he added. "By the way, how are you coming along with that job I gave you? Almost finished?"


Muffin sighed. "I'm working on it, Max, but it's going to take me a little while. This is no small task, and I've got technicians feeding me information twenty-four/seven. It's 'Muffin, do this; Muffin, do that.' I can't be expected to do everything. I need an assistant. Preferably a male one, with an English accent."


Jamie glanced from Max to Muffin and back to Max. "What did you ask her to do?"


"She's checking bank accounts and portfolios, both here and overseas, on half the people in this town."


"And I'm supposed to have the information lickety-split," Muffin said. "I'm good, in fact, I'm damn good, but what he's asking is impossible."


"Whose accounts are you looking into?" Jamie asked.


"Mostly city officials," Max said. "You can't misappropriate tax dollars without involving people in high places."


"Are you going to share the information with me when you get it?"


"I don't know if you can be trusted."


"You can just go jump in a lake, Holt." She noted the amused look on his face, but Jamie didn't think it was a bit funny. "You are really beginning to annoy me."


"Welcome to my world," Muffin said. "I have to deal with him on a daily basis."


"Now, Muffin," Max said. "You're going to make Jamie think badly of me, and I'll never win her over, despite her strong attraction to me."


Muffin snorted.


Jamie simply looked at him. "Has anybody ever told you that you have an ego the size of planet Earth? Darned if I've ever seen anything like it."


"Think about it, Jamie. You and me, white sand, crystal-blue water, and—"


"When pigs fly."


Max laughed out loud. "I like a woman who plays hard to get. More of a challenge."


Jamie shook her head in disbelief and looked out the side window.


"So, what do you think?" he asked. "Think maybe we could be more than friends?"


"You're being presumptuous," she replied. "I never agreed to be your friend. Besides, isn't it enough that you can have any woman you want? Do you have to have every woman you want?"


"You're not every woman, Jamie. Far from it."


"You don't know me."


"I know enough. I know you're a tough, no-nonsense woman who gets the job done no matter what."


"I'm flattered, Max, but I'm not interested. I believe in love and monogamy, words that haven't found their way into your vocabulary."


"You've got me pegged all wrong."


"I read People magazine."


"You can't believe everything you read, darlin'. I'll admit I've had a few affairs, but I'm really a nice guy."


"This is a pointless conversation, Max. I'm engaged."


"I just can't imagine you married to someone like Phillip Standish."


"What's wrong with Phillip?"


"He lives with his mother, for one thing."


"He lives on the family estate which he will inherit one day."


"He seems too—" Max paused. "Predictable."


"I like predictability."


"You're a risk-taker like me. You mortgaged your family home to the hilt in order to save your newspaper from foreclosure. That takes guts."


She looked at him. "How do you know about that?"


"Are you surprised I would take the time to look into your financial dealings before investing in your company?"


"What else do you know?"


"I know you attended one of the best journalism schools in the country and graduated in the top five percent of your class. I also know you were offered a job with the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, but you chose to come back to Beaumont."


"I belong here. It's my home. It took me a while to realize it, but it's true."


He turned into the parking lot of the Beaumont Gazette and pulled into an empty slot.


Jamie went on. "I can certainly understand your checking the solubility of my company. I would have done the same thing. But I draw the line at delving into my personal life."


"I would never do that," Max replied.


"Thank you."


"Max, may I have a word with you?" Muffin asked.


"Later," he said.


Jamie climbed from the car and closed the door behind her. She passed a patrol car. Inside, the deputy leaned against his seat, his cap over his face. Jamie banged on the window, and the man jumped and reached for his gun.


"Jesus Christ, Jamie, you trying to get yourself shot?"


"Wake up, Fred. You're supposed to be guarding this place. If you're going to sleep you may as well be sitting in the booth at Coot Hathaway's doughnut shop."


"Give me a break," he said. "I've been out here all night."


"Yeah, well, I didn't get much sleep, either."


Max followed Jamie inside the building. Several employees had already arrived and were taking note of the damage. Vera was busy with the phones and handed Jamie a stack of messages. She put her hand over the mouthpiece. "Dang thing hasn't stopped ringing all morning. I've tried to play down the shooting. I'm telling everybody it was an escaped convict who was trying to break into the place for food."


Jamie slumped. "Great idea, Vera. Next time I get a craving for a burger and fries I'll know right where to come."


"Don't get fresh with me, young lady. I had to think of something fast. Lamar will like the escaped-convict story. Makes him sound more important."


Jamie looked at her messages. She wished she had a Valium. "How are the others taking it?"


"They're confused."


"So am I." Nevertheless, Jamie knew they needed her reassurance.


Max pulled her aside. "Look, I know things seem hopeless right now, but we can get through this."


"We?"


"I'm not going to just walk away when I can help."


"I'm perfectly capable of handling my own problems."


"Which is why I'm on my way to suck up to Herman Bates," he said. "Well, got to go." He winked at her and headed for the door.


"What was that all about?" Vera asked as soon as Max left.


"Max Holt thinks he's hot stuff."


"He is hot stuff."


"Well, he can be hot stuff someplace else because I've got work to do. I need to talk to the staff. Would you ask them to meet me in the conference room in ten minutes?" She went into her office. Shards of glass still covered the floor, but Lamar had seen to boarding up her window as he'd promised.


Mike sailed through the front and into Jamie's office. He skidded to a stop. "What happened in here?"


Jamie searched for the notepad she kept on hand. "I'm holding a meeting in the conference room in a few minutes. I'll explain everything then."


* * * * *


Jamie walked into the conference room and found her employees waiting. She quickly filled the group in on the previous evening's events. "I don't know why this person or persons targeted the newspaper office, but it happened. Chief Tevis has assigned several deputies to watch the place."


"Do you think we're in danger?" Jamie's accountant asked.


"I don't know, Helen, but everyone has a choice as to whether they want to stay or take a leave of absence until we get to the bottom of this."


"Is Mr. Holt in on the investigation?"


"Mr. Holt is my partner. I would assume most of you have heard of Maximillian Holt." They looked impressed. "As you know, he's quite successful in his business dealings, and we're lucky to have his financial backing, as well as his expertise. He's had a great deal of newspaper experience so I hope you'll cooperate with him." She paused so everyone could take it in. She was thankful Max wasn't around to hear her brag about him.


"He's also going to update some of our equipment, including our computers. Much of what we have is obsolete."


"You can say that again," Vera replied, earning a dark look from Jamie.


"Mr. Holt has also generously offered to renovate this building and have the office painted and refurnished. With tasteful pieces," she added.


The small crowd clapped.


"That's not funny," Jamie said, although she broke into a smile. "Now, if you have any questions, please feel free to ask."


Mike raised his hand. "Jamie, do you think the shooting had anything to do with the mayoral campaign? I understand Frankie Fontana has received threatening letters."


"I don't know, Mike. Chief Tevis is looking into it. Like I said, if anyone feels uncomfortable working here after what happened, you're free to take leave until the investigation is over."


"I'm not going anywhere," Vera said.


"Me, neither," Mike replied.


Helen hesitated. "Count me in."


Jamie was not surprised when the entire group agreed to see it through. They had remained loyal, even when it looked as if the newspaper wouldn't survive. "I want all of you to exercise caution." Jamie paused when she heard the bell over the door in the reception area ring several times, indicating a visitor. Vera bolted from her seat, reached inside the back of her slacks and pulled out a gun. Everyone in the room ducked.


"Vera!" Jamie cried. "Put that gun away this instant!"


Vera grunted but did as she was told.


Jamie spied two security guards waiting in the reception area and her knees suddenly took on the consistency of banana pudding. She hated to think what would have happened had Vera rushed out of the room waving her pistol.


* * * * *


When Max arrived at Bate's Furniture shortly before ten, he found a wreath of flowers on the door. Herman, Tom, and Herman's brother George met him at the door, all wearing black and looking somber.


"Sorry for your loss," Max said.


"Yeah, well, Daisy was a good barn cat," Herman replied. "Lived to be fourteen years old."


"When did she die?" Max asked.


"Last Christmas. We're just now getting around to mourning her."


"God rest her soul," George said respectfully.


Tom Brown nodded. "I didn't know Daisy personally, but I'm a friend of the family so I closed my paint store in order to be with Herman and George in this most trying time."


"Let's go into my office," Herman said. He waited until everyone was seated before he spoke. "You'd better make this worth our while, Holt," he said, leaning back in his chair, hands propped behind his head. "Jamie had no right to run that advertisement."


"I don't think she was real happy with the decorating job you guys did."


"That's what she gets for letting Vera threaten us," Tom said. "Hell, we would have done Jamie right had she come to us personally. I used to have a thing for Jamie Swift way back in high school." He glanced at the other men. "Don't, uh, mention this to the wife. You know how jealous Lorraine is."


"I say we let bygones be bygones," Max said. "Now, let's get down to business."


* * * * *


"Dude, would you get a load of that shit? He didn't even get a bruise."


Vito muttered a string of expletives under his breath as he spotted Max going into Bates's Furniture. "The boss ain't gonna like it."


"So, we don't call him, man. We wait till the job is done, then call."


"Lenny, you stupid shit. You don't know the kind of person we're dealing with. We screw up this job, and the two of us are going to end up in body bags."


"You should have told me, dude. I mean, what do we know about offing someone anyway? I ain't never killed nobody, have you? I never even run over a raccoon."


"There's good money to be made in this line of work," Vito said. "If you don't have the stomach for it you need to get out now."


Lenny looked thoughtful. "I don't want to run out on you, man."


"Okay, so stop complaining. What we have to do now is figure out a way to get close to Holt without a bunch of people around. We need to know his whereabouts at all times. If he's staying at his brother-in-law's place, we've gotta figure a way to get past all those security guards. We can't get close to the newspaper, there are cops crawling around like cockroaches."


"Yeah, dude, we need a plan."


"Let's walk," Vito said. "We can't be seen hanging around, even in these disguises. I need to think."


Lenny nodded. "Yeah, we gotta stay one step ahead of him."


Vito stopped and looked at him. "You know, you're right. Damn, Lenny, just when I think you've fried your brain huffing Sterno, you come up and say something smart."


"Yeah?"


"So, where do you figure Max will go next?"


"Well, let me think." Lenny looked up suddenly. "There's only a few places I can think of, and we can't get close to two of them, meaning the newspaper and Fontana's place."


"Where else?"


"You've seen Jamie Swift. Where would you go?"


"Straight to the nearest motel," Vito replied. He suddenly brightened. "But why rent a motel when she's got her own place?"


They gave each other a high five.


* * * * *


Max followed Jamie home at the end of the day. She parked her Mustang convertible in the garage as Max parked his car in the driveway. He followed her toward the front door of a sprawling frame house that sat on a lawn in dire need of cutting.


"I don't have time for yard work," Jamie said, "in case you didn't notice. The only saving grace is the fact the grass next door is twice as high."


Max glanced at the house beside hers where a For Sale sign sat near the mailbox. "Looks like your neighbors are moving."


"They're already gone. Which explains why the yard hasn't been cut."


Max followed her inside the house. "I like your place. It looks comfortable."


Jamie glanced about the living room. Her dark beige sofa and matching chair were old, but they had been well cared for, as had the antique library table and desk her grandmother had left her. Jamie had not been able to part with them when she'd sold off other items in order to put money into the newspaper. Two Andrew Wyeth prints adorned one wall. It was simple and uncluttered, the way she preferred it, but she couldn't think why a man with Max's wealth would appreciate it. "I'll bet your place is a lot nicer."


"Right now it's a mess from all the renovations I'm doing."


"Why would you do it yourself when you can afford to pay someone?"


He shrugged. "Why not? I enjoy it." He glanced around once more. "So you grew up in this house?"


"Yes. Come with me, I want to show you something."


He followed Jamie out the back door. "Nice yard."


She smiled. "The flower beds need weeding, but I don't have time for that, either." She pointed. "See that tire swing? My daddy put that up when I was a little girl. It's lasted all these years."


"The two of you were very close?"


"Yeah." She felt Max's eyes on her. "My mother left while I was still in diapers. I don't think my dad ever got over it."


"How about you? Did you ever get over it?"


She gave him a strange look. "I had no choice."


"You haven't seen her since?"


"No. This probably sounds cold, but I don't think I'd want to. Would you like a cup of coffee?" she asked, changing the subject.


"Sure." Max followed her back inside.


"This is my favorite room," Jamie said. "I have fond memories of my dad and me playing cards at this table. He was a big gin rummy fan. We had some marathon games." She smiled at the memory. "I usually won, but I think he let me." She motioned toward a chair. "Have a seat."


Max sat down at a round oak table while she made the coffee. "Will Phillip be angry that you've chosen not to stay at his place?" he asked.


"He's pretty laid-back. I'm the one with the temper." She smiled. "You might say he has his hands full with me."


Max watched her pull out cups and saucers. Neither of them said anything for a moment. "What's his mother like?"


Jamie heard the sound of a lawn mower and wished it were her yard being cut. "Annabelle can be a little flighty at times. Sort of like Deedee. But she has done a lot for this town." Jamie reached into the refrigerator for the cream, grabbed the sugar dish and set them on the table. "Annabelle is responsible for organizing the building of our women's shelter, the Help Center, and now she's fighting to build a nursing home."


"Busy woman."


"I can't help but respect all she's done for this town, even if she tends to get on my nerves now and then with her constant chatter." Jamie joined him at the table and filled the cups with fresh coffee. Max asked her about growing up in Beaumont, and she told him what it had been like.


"We had our usual hangouts in high school," she said. "The bowling alley was the place to be because we all played pinball and air hockey and soft drinks were cheap. That was before they built the arcade, of course. And there was the drive-in." She chuckled. "I can't tell you how many monster movies I've seen or how many boys tried to get me into the backseat of their cars."


"Smart guys."


She ignored him. "It has been closed for years now. Oh, and I used to roller-skate."


"I'll bet you were good at it."


Jamie was surprised what a good listener Max was. Perhaps that's why he was so successful. When you talked to Max Holt he gave his undivided attention. "It was a puny little town then," she added, "compared to the booming metropolis it is now."


Max smiled. "There's something to be said for small towns."


Jamie was quiet for a moment. "I've been afraid to ask, but I was wondering how it went with Tom and Herman."


"They're happier than a pig in mud right now because I gave them a lot of business. Of course, they're still mourning the death of Daisy the cat."


Jamie rolled her eyes heavenward. "I think I'm better off not asking about poor Daisy, but at least Tom and Herman aren't going to sue me. What a relief!"


"Hey, I'm good."


"Oh, brother."


"Admit it."


Jamie knew if she agreed it would only serve to raise his already mammoth ego another notch. "You do okay."


"It's nice to hear that you're developing respect for me. I think that's important in a relationship."


Jamie's look was deadpan. "Let me remind you, Holt, we don't have a relationship, except for maybe the one that exists in your own mind."


"You're a hard woman, Swifty."


"Meaning I'm not putty in your hands. And don't call me Swifty."


"I'm pretty good with my hands."


"All men think they're good, Max. It's a woman's job to convince them of it even when they really aren't."


"Are you speaking from experience?"


Jamie's face flushed a bright red. "I was just making idle chitchat."


"Yeah, whatever, but some of us really are good."


Jamie had to laugh. "You're hopeless."


"Yeah, but what can I do?"


She saw that he was joking, and she couldn't help but enjoy the camaraderie. Life had been far too serious lately. She became thoughtful. "You're really not a bad guy even if you can be intolerable at times."


"There it is, I knew I could win you over. Won't be long before I have you eating out of my hand."


She muttered a sound of disgust. "See how you are?"


He looked amused. "Work with me, Jamie. Humility doesn't come easy for me."


She was quiet for a moment. "You know, I'm not the shrew you think I am. It's not always easy for me to warm up to new people, and I sometimes have trouble getting close."


"Tell me something I don't already know."


Jamie hitched her chin high. "You see how you are, Holt? I tell you something personal about me, and you have to be a smart aleck about it. Just when I start thinking you're a decent guy."


"I am a decent guy."


"And I was close to saying something really nice about you."


"Oh, yeah? Like what?"


"I'm not going to tell you now, for Pete's sake."


"Come on, Jamie. Say something nice. I won't hold you to it."


"You can be so exasperating."


He frowned. "That's supposed to be nice?"


"I was trying to tell you that I've noticed how easy it is for you to warm up to people. You seem to fit in wherever you go. You always seem to do and say the right thing."


"I don't see you as someone who has problems fitting in, and you don't seem to have trouble getting close to people. You and Deedee act like sisters."


"That's a no-brainer. How can you not love Deedee? She's so unpredictable."


"I thought you like predictability."


"Okay, so Deedee is unpredictable in a predictable way." Jamie went on. "What I like most about her is, despite her money and flamboyance, she's really honest and down-to-earth. At least with me," Jamie added. "She doesn't put on airs. What you see is what you get."


"Sort of like you," he said, his tone softer. He'd barely gotten the words out of his mouth before an earsplitting alarm went off.


Jamie jumped. "What was that?"


"My car!" Max bolted from his chair and raced out the front door, almost slamming into a bearded, heavy set man in work clothes.


"What's going on?" Max demanded.


"Your car alarm just went off, but I guess you already know that."


"Did you see anyone go near it?"


The man wiped his forehead with a dirty bandana. "Me and my partner were round back when we heard it."


Max was only vaguely aware of a tall skinny man in the background as he raced toward his car. He jerked open the door.


Muffin spoke immediately. "Max?"


"What happened?"


"Get away from the car. Somebody has tampered with it."


He ignored her and began checking beneath the seats. Nothing. He popped the trunk. "Dammit!" he shouted.


"What's wrong?" Jamie asked, peering over his shoulder. What she saw made her freeze. "Holy cow, is that what I think it is?"


"It's dynamite," Max said. "Get away from the car. It's timed to go off in forty seconds."
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"Oh, damn!" Jamie cried. "Double damn!" She almost tripped over her own two feet as she backed farther away, ticking off the seconds in her head. "Get away, Max!" she cried. "Please!"


"Clear the area, Max," Muffin repeated loudly. "I'm phoning the bomb squad."


"No time!" he yelled. Max grabbed the small toolbox he kept in the trunk and flipped open the lid. He reached for a pair of wire cutters, and studied the wires leading from the clock to the sticks of dynamite. Twenty-five seconds.


A giant fist seemed to grab Jamie's stomach and squeeze so tightly she feared she'd be sick. "Max, for God's sake, please move away from the car." She suddenly realized she was crying.


Max leaned in for a closer look. "I can do this, Jamie."


"Okay, Max," Muffin said. "Forget the bomb squad, I'm calling the county coroner. Not that I expect him to find much."


Ten seconds. Max very gently pulled the wires away from one another, put the wire cutters to one of them and snipped. He grinned and punched the air with his fist. "Like taking candy from a baby. And only two seconds left." He glanced in Jamie's direction. "Am I good or what?"


Very calmly, and without taking her eyes off him, Jamie marched toward him, eyes menacing, fists balled at her sides. "I ought to punch you right in the face for that," she said.


"Go ahead," Muffin said. "I'll cheer you on."


Max looked surprised. "What'd I do?"


"You stupid idiot!" she shouted. "You imbecile!"


Max cocked his head to one side. "I'm going out on a limb here, but something tells me you're not happy."


Jamie feared her knees would fold beneath her. "I wish I were a man. A big man," she added, "because I would kick your butt from here to the moon. Are you crazy?" she yelled at the top of her voice.


"Crazy as hell," Muffin said. "Welcome to Max's world."


"Jamie, now calm down."


"Don't talk to me! Don't even speak my name."


"But, Jamie—"


"Who do you think you are, Holt? Superman? Or do you have some kind of death wish?"


"I know about bombs, Jamie. I've trained with the best. I wouldn't have taken the chance if I hadn't known what I was doing."


"You love this sort of thing, Max. Probably it gives you some kind of sick thrill. Well, guess what? I don't want to be a part of it. I don't want to be the one who has to scrape you off the pavement when your luck runs out."


Country music blared from the car. Max winced. "Now look what you've done. You've upset Muffin." He walked over to the car. "Shut it off, Muffin," he ordered.


"To hell with you," Muffin replied. "You deliberately ignored my warning."


Max sighed as the music turned to disco. "Where do you find that stuff?"


"I am trained to protect you, Max. I am fed information around the clock by some of the brightest people in the world. What good is it if you refuse to cooperate? I'm telling you, this job sucks."


Max reached in and turned off the radio. He stood there for a moment, his mind searching for answers. "It's over," he said. "Everything is okay." Max very carefully picked up the dynamite. He carried it to the side of the house, found Jamie's metal garbage can and placed it inside. He then reached for the garden hose, turned on the spigot and filled the can with water.


Having followed him, Jamie watched, hands on hips. "Trying to blow up my garbage can now?"


"I've disabled the bomb. I'm simply taking extra precautions." He stepped back. "That should do it. We won't get any action out of this sucker now."


A few minutes later, Max rounded the house with Jamie on his heels. He suddenly looked up. "What happened to the guys cutting the grass next door?"


"How should I know? I was counting off the seconds until I'd have to watch you blown to smithereens."


"That's strange," he said, noting the lawn mower sitting in the middle of the yard.


Jamie was still fighting her anger. "Maybe they're taking a lunch break. Or maybe they heard the word 'dynamite' and decided to get the heck out of here. Sane people run from that sort of thing, Holt."


Max gazed thoughtfully at the still overgrown grass. "Did you happen to see if they were in a vehicle?"


Jamie wondered why he was so interested in the yardmen. Probably trying to get her mind off the fact he needed a padded cell. "No, why?" It suddenly hit her. "Do you think they put the dynamite in the trunk of your car?"


"That's what I'm thinking. They certainly had the opportunity, and it's odd they left so quickly. Wonder if your neighbors saw anything."


Jamie glanced around. "Doesn't look like anyone has gotten home from work yet. The only person who would have been around to see anything is Mrs. Chadwick, but she's old and senile and spends most of her time in bed watching TV. I think it would scare her if we started asking questions, and we wouldn't get any information anyway."


Max nodded. "Why don't you go ahead and pack a bag?"


Jamie swallowed, and it felt like a chicken egg going down her throat. She wasn't used to guns and bombs and crazy men. She turned for the front door, and then paused. "The only reason I'm being civil right now is because we've got a dangerous situation on our hands. I want you to know I'm still mad and never want to speak to you again as long as I live."


As Jamie packed her bag, she wondered if life would ever return to normal. Max Holt had literally roared into her life and turned everything upside down and inside out, and he seemed determined to keep it up.


She needed to hurry up and marry Phillip, she thought. Phillip was safe and normal. Max Holt was anything but. He was dangerous. Probably more dangerous than the person who was after them.


* * * * *


Jamie and Max arrived at the Fontana house with plenty of time to spare before dinner. Jamie soaked in a hot tub with lavender bath salts Deedee provided, dried with a thick towel, and coated her body with a special lotion that Deedee swore no woman should be without. Instead of reaching for one of her nightshirts, Jamie grabbed a satin guest robe. Deedee believed in pampering everyone.


Finally, she settled into an overstuffed club chair and leafed through several magazines with beauty tips, none of which she'd ever tried. Heck, she didn't even pluck her eyebrows, and she wore minimal makeup. There simply wasn't time to go through a lot of fuss getting ready for work. The last time she'd used a curling iron had been at her father's funeral, and she would be hard-pressed to find it now. Her hair, like most of her clothes, was wash-and-wear, and that was good enough for her.


Jamie dozed, only to wake an hour later and discover cocktail hour was only twenty minutes away. She dressed in record time, stepping into the only linen slacks she owned, and a cotton blouse, knowing she would curse herself later when it came time to iron them again. She arrived downstairs and found Deedee looking like she'd stepped out of the pages of Vogue in a Kelly-green silk evening dress that hugged every curve she owned.


"I didn't know we were supposed to dress for dinner," Jamie said, wondering how her friend managed to look like a million bucks all the time. Deedee obviously had good genes, which meant Max probably had them as well.


"Oh, you're fine," Deedee said. "It's just something Frankie and I do to sort of keep the romance alive in our relationship."


Frankie and his campaign manager stepped out of the library and made for the front door. Frankie returned a moment later wearing a black tux that, while it added an air of sophistication, looked out of place on his massive body. He bowed respectfully toward the women. "I'm one lucky man," he said, "to be dining with the loveliest women in town."


"I was wondering if you fellows were going to talk shop all night," Deedee said. "Once this election is over, I'm going to expect preferential treatment."


Frankie walked up to his wife, pulled her from the sofa and kissed her hard on the lips. "How's that, babycakes?" He winked at Jamie. "Have to keep the little woman happy or she'll make me take her to the jewelry store. You don't want to go into a jewelry store with Deedee."


"It's an investment, Frankie," she said. "Diamonds never lose their value."


"So you've told me," he said, goosing her.


"We have guests, darling, or have you forgotten." But her green eyes sparkled in delight at the attention. "By the way, where is Max?"


As if on cue, Max called out from the stairs. "I'm on my way down."


"We were waiting for you to grace us with your presence, brother dear."


"The wait is over." He dropped a kiss on her forehead.


Frankie turned to Jamie. "Did Deedee tell you Phillip was having dinner with us?"


"I haven't had a chance to mention it," Deedee said. She looked at Jamie. "Phillip called while you were in the shower to see if you'd made it home yet. I asked him to join us."


Jamie was touched they'd included her fiance, but she hoped Phillip wouldn't spend the evening asking questions for which she had no answers. She felt Max's gaze on her but avoided eye contact. "That was nice of you. Thanks."


"He said to go ahead with cocktails because he had a late appointment. Sounds like you're marrying a workaholic. Not that you aren't a bit of one yourself," Deedee added. "You and I should take a week and go to that nice spa in Atlanta. It would do us a world of good, and we could shop at some of the finest stores."


Jamie smiled, but she wasn't a spa kind of person, even if she could afford it, which she couldn't. She often wondered why Deedee had agreed to move to Beaumont in the first place, even though she had to admit it was a charming, quaint little town where folks knew one another by name and were quick to smile. She knew Frankie and Deedee had lived in Scottsdale, Arizona, for a number of years before moving here, and although Deedee had liked Scottsdale, Frankie had felt the desert wasn't his thing.


They'd accidentally found Beaumont while Frankie was touring for a charitable organization, and their private plane had experienced engine problems. The two had been forced to stay in a local bed-and-breakfast for several days while awaiting a special part, and Frankie had fallen in love with the area.


"Frankie, be a sweetie and pour our guests a glass of wine," Deedee said.


"Gladly."


Beenie appeared at the foot of the stairs carrying Deedee's dog. He was impeccably dressed as usual. "Choo-Choo needs to say night-night to his mama," he said. "I gave him a couple of tablespoons of yogurt so he would sleep through the night."


Deedee took the furry white dog from Beenie and nuzzled him close. "He smells like baby powder."


"I sprinkled a little of it on him before I brushed him. He's ready to be tucked in. Give Mama a kiss-kiss," Beenie told the animal. "She has dinner guests."


Deedee kissed her pooch on the nose, and Beenie carried him upstairs.


The chef sent hors d'oeuvres from the kitchen, Frankie's favorite, pickled eggs and Vienna sausage, and a wedge of Brie surrounded by apricots and gourmet crackers.


Frankie finished pouring the wine and was about to hand Jamie a glass when the window behind them shattered.


Deedee screamed. Jamie automatically ducked but not before she caught sight of what appeared to be some kind of fireball. It hit the floor, shattering the bottle in which a burning rag had been stuffed. Liquid spewed from the bottle, and the fire flared high and followed what smelled like kerosene across the rug and up the draperies.


Max wasted no time. "Get down!" he ordered Deedee, shoving her so hard she toppled from the sofa. "Frankie, grab a fire extinguisher. Jamie, dial nine-one-one."


Jamie automatically reached for the telephone and dialed. As she quickly explained the emergency, Max jerked the drapes from the rod and tossed them into the fire. He grabbed several large potted plants and dumped the dirt on the flames as Frankie rushed in with the extinguisher. Smoke alarms blared through the house, drawing the staff like flies. The chef appeared from out of nowhere and dumped a fifty-pound bag of flour on the fire.


"Jesus Christ!" Phillip called from the doorway as he and several security guards rushed through the door and joined the frantic group, stomping small flames that threatened to spread.


Max waited until the fire was under control before he took off toward the window. He literally jumped through it and landed hard on the ground outside. He quickly scanned the yard. Putting out the fire had only taken a few minutes, but it had given the intruder time to flee.


Acres of land were lit up like a baseball field. Lights shone from trees and poles and fence posts. Security men raced past him, some with bloodhounds yelping loudly. The men swapped information on walkie-talkies as they shone flashlights in every direction. Grabbing a spare from one of the guards, Max skirted the property where tall red-tipped hedges concealed an electric fence.


Finally, Max stopped running. He stood there for a moment trying to catch his breath. In the distance he heard sirens.


Tim Duncan, head of security, hurried over. "Did you see anything?"


Max shook his head. "I think we lost him."


"We're not giving up yet."


"I need to check back at the house," Max said. "The fire department is on its way." He turned and started back toward the house as the men continued to search. As he walked, Max shone his light toward the bushes. He stopped short when he spied something that had been caught in the brush. "Over here!" he shouted.


All at once, he was surrounded by security men and dogs. A gloved hand yanked a yellow and blue bandana from a bush and pressed it against the dogs' noses. They cried out, as though in agonizing pain. The man lifted the bandana to his nose and winced, even as the dogs continued to wheeze. "Ammonia. Shit."


Max and Duncan parted the bushes and shined their lights. "The fence has been cut," Max said dully. "He's gone."


Duncan got on his walkie-talkie once more. "I want every vehicle we got circling the property," he said. "The guy is probably on foot, but he has to have driven out here somehow. Find him."


The sirens closed in, fire trucks and police cars with flashing lights turning onto the property and pulling in front of the house. A few seconds later, Wrangler Jeeps and pickup trucks combed the road outside the property line, lights pointed in every direction.


An hour later they were still searching. Frankie and Lamar Tevis joined Max. "How the hell did he get away so fast?" Frankie asked.


Max sighed his disgust. "He tricked us, that's how. He set us up."


"What do you mean?" Lamar asked.


"I think whoever did this was here earlier. He cut the fence and purposely left the rag behind where we'd be sure to find it. Tonight, he entered and exited the property from another location." Max paused. "Unless he's still here."


Lamar glanced around quickly. "You thinking what I'm thinking? That maybe the person responsible is pretending to be on our side?"


"It's possible."


"Well, if that's true, it's going to make my job a whole lot harder." Lamar shook his head and walked away.


"How's everybody inside?" Max asked Frankie.


"Jamie, Beenie, and Phillip are trying to reassure Deedee who, in turn, is trying to reassure the staff. The fire marshal is inspecting the house for damage, but at least we kept it from spreading. I'm thinking we should tell Deedee it was a prank."


"That's not going to fly. Not even with Deedee."


"I don't want to worry her."


"She should be worried. You've received threatening letters, Jamie and I have been shot at, someone put dynamite in my car today, and somebody else just threw a Molotov cocktail through your window. Hell, even I'm worried."


"Back up," Frankie said. "What's this dynamite business? You didn't mention it."


"This is the first chance I've had."


"Damn, Max. You and Jamie could have been killed."


"I think that was the plan."


Frankie wiped his hand down his face. "I don't know what to make of it."


"Doesn't make sense to me, either," Max said. "Think about it. Bombs and high-powered automatics are designed to kill. If the person who threw the burning bottle through the window wanted to kill one of us, he was certainly close enough to use a gun."


"He would have come closer to killing us if he'd thrown the bottle of kerosene through the window after we'd all gone to bed. It would have been less risky for him as well."


"The smoke alarms would have awakened us," Max said, "and we still would have had time to get out. As for risk, if this person is somebody we're accustomed to having on the property, the guards wouldn't pay attention to him."


"The only person who came on and off the property was my campaign manager. And Phillip, of course."


"Who just happened to arrive only minutes after the fire started."


Frankie shook his head. "Phillip is like family. Besides, he would never do anything that might endanger Jamie."


* * * * *


Deedee jerked her head back so hard it would have given an older woman whiplash. "Beenie, would you get that nasty stuff away from me!" she cried, wheezing, eyes watering. "What is that!"


"It's smelling salts, sweet pea. All Southern women use it when they get the vapors."


"Someone almost burned down my house. I deserve to have the vapors if I want them. What the heck is a vapor?"


"I don't know, but it sounds dangerous to me."


"You're the one who's going to be in danger if you put that stuff near my nose again."


Jamie decided it was time to cut in. They had moved into the library so the fire marshal could investigate, but the acrid smell of smoke lingered through the house. "Women in the South are more sophisticated today," she said. "They don't get the vapors anymore. If they get upset they have a couple of tequila shooters."


"Sounds good to me," Deedee said.


"And they call it something like a Magnolia Blossom tonic so it doesn't look bad," Phillip added with a smile.


Deedee's face was flushed a bright red. "Lord, I'm so hot I could die. Could someone turn on the air conditioner before I spontaneously combust?"


Phillip hurried toward the thermostat. "It's already on sixty. If I turn it any lower it'll freeze."


"That's what I need. Ice."


"Is there anything else I can do?" Phillip asked. When Deedee shook her head, he started from the room. "I'm going to see what's happening out back."


"Oh, God, I hope Frankie and Max are safe," Deedee cried.


"Take this, Deedee," Beenie offered.


"What is it?"


"Just a little nerve pill. It'll calm you down."


Jamie stepped closer. "Wait a minute, Beenie. Let me see that."


"It's Xanax, honey. I take them when I get anxious."


"Aren't they habit-forming?"


"I'm only giving her one, love. She's not likely to end up on some street corner selling sex for another fix. It'll take the edge off."


Deedee pushed his hand away. "I don't need a tranquilizer, Beenie. I need you to get out of my face so I can breathe. Why don't you check on Choo-Choo? The poor thing is probably hiding because of all the commotion."


"I'll get him for you, and then I'll make you a Frappuccino. That'll cool you off."


"Are you okay?" Jamie asked her, once Beenie hurried away.


"I feel like a train wreck right now. I never thought something like this would happen just because Frankie decided to go into politics. Now, we're not safe in our own beds. I can't even leave the house. How am I supposed to shop? Not that there's any place to shop in this godforsaken town. I'll be reduced to shopping from catalogs. What fun is that?"


"You can shop over the Internet."


"It's not the same, Jamie. I enjoy sitting on those dainty little sofas drinking champagne while women model the latest fashion. I like the smell of designer clothes. Sometimes, I wish Frankie had never laid eyes on this town."


Jamie tried to reassure her, but the fire had left her shaken as well. She wondered if Max was okay. Had he not acted so quickly when the fire had started, the house would have very likely burned down over their heads.


"I hope Max didn't hurt himself jumping out that window," Deedee said as though reading Jamie's mind. "I've never seen anyone do that except on TV, and it's usually a stuntman."


"Some actors don't use stuntmen," Beenie said, coming through the door with the Frappuccino in one hand, Choo-Choo running behind him. "I don't think Clint Eastwood ever used a stuntman."


"Does Harrison Ford?" Deedee asked, scooping up her dog. "No, don't tell me, I'd be too disappointed if he did."


Jamie wasn't listening. She wondered how someone had managed to get onto the property and so close to the house with all the security surrounding it. Of course, the estate was huge, and the men couldn't patrol every inch of it, but they were obviously dealing with someone cunning enough to slip on and off the property unnoticed. Unless it was one of the servants; but she couldn't imagine anyone on the staff trying to hurt Frankie or Deedee. They were kind and generous to a fault when it came to their employees.


"I'm willing to bet half my salary that Brad Pitt uses a stuntman," Beenie said. "Not that I'd blame him, what with his looks. That Jennifer Aniston is one lucky lady." Beenie sighed, raised his forefinger to his lip and tapped it. "What a man."


The housekeeper appeared at the door. She looked shaken. "Would anyone care for something since dinner has been held up?"


"I couldn't eat if someone put a gun to my head," Deedee said, then winced. "Gee, with the way things are going that might be a distinct possibility. Jamie, would you like something?"


Jamie didn't have much of an appetite, either. "I'm fine."


Phillip stepped into the room. "They're still looking," he said, "but I'm willing to bet the culprit is long gone."


"I wish they'd come back inside," Deedee said. "What if that deranged person was trying to lure Frankie outside so he could—" She paused and shuddered.


"Frankie and Max are perfectly capable of taking care of themselves," Jamie told her. She suspected Max could hold his own in any situation. She had seen how fast his mind worked, and despite being irritated with him much of the time, she had to respect him for taking control of matters as quickly as he did.


"Jamie's right," Phillip said. "They seem to have everything under control. Try to relax."


Frankie entered the room, his eyes going directly to his wife. "Are you okay, sweetheart?"


Deedee leapt to her feet. "Did you find him?"


Frankie hesitated. "They're still looking."


Deedee gazed at her husband, her eyes bright with fear. She turned away. "I can't live like this, Frankie. I know how much this election means to you, but I can't stand the thought of you getting hurt—" She paused and swallowed. "Or worse."


Frankie stepped closer and took his wife's hand in his. "Do you want me to pull out of the race, Deedee? I will if that's what you want."


She met his gaze. "I just want my husband and friends to be safe, that's all."


Max joined them a few minutes later. "I spoke with the fire marshal. He and the others are getting ready to leave. He said he'd call you tomorrow."


The chef appeared at the door. "I'd like to go ahead and serve dinner now before it's ruined."


"Yeah, sure," Frankie said, offering Deedee his hand. She gave her guests a brave smile, but it didn't quite reach her green eyes.


Everyone was quiet as they entered the impressive dining room. Jamie wondered why they even bothered. Food was the last thing on her mind. As if sensing her unease, Phillip patted her hand but waited until they'd been served bowls of lobster bisque before speaking.


"In all the commotion, I forgot to ask you how things were at work today," he said.


"A little tense at first, but I think everything is going to be okay."


"I tried to reach you a couple of times at the end of the day, but you'd already left."


"Max and I had to run by my place so I could grab some clothes."


Phillip turned to Max. "I appreciate your keeping an eye on my fiancee," he said. "I'm trying to reschedule my workload so I can be available at all times."


"There's no need, Phillip," she said. "I don't need you or Max baby-sitting me. I can take care of myself." Jamie realized all eyes were on her, and she wished she hadn't used such a curt tone with him. "I'm sorry," she said, looking from Phillip to Max. "I guess I'm a little anxious after what happened."


"You know it's all over the news," Phillip said. "The TV station has interviewed Lamar several times. Mother was shocked when she found out the kind of weapon that was used."


Jamie and Max exchanged looks. Frankie shifted uneasily in his chair.


"It was a deer rifle," Deedee said.


Phillip laughed. "Hardly."


"Let's change the subject," Frankie suggested.


"What kind of gun was it, Phillip?" Deedee asked.


Phillip glanced around the table as if sensing he'd said something he shouldn't. "You don't know?"


"What kind of weapon was it?" Deedee repeated, this time firmly.


Phillip hesitated. "Some kind of automatic weapon," he said. "The police aren't releasing anything else on it at the moment."


Deedee gasped. "Are you sure?"


Phillip looked at Jamie as if hoping she could somehow fix his mistake. "That's just what I heard, Deedee," he said. "You know how the media is. They tend to blow things out of proportion."


Deedee whirled around in her chair and looked at Frankie. "Why didn't you tell me?" she cried. "Deer hunters don't use those kinds of weapons and you know it."


"I didn't want to worry you."


"Worry me? How could you keep something like that from me, Frankie? You've always been honest with me."


"Calm down, big sister," Max said. "The truth is, nobody knows anything yet, not even Chief Tevis, so we're wasting our time speculating." He glanced around the table. "Surely we can come up with better dinner conversation than this." He smiled at Jamie. "Why don't you tell us how your wedding plans are going?"


Jamie shot him a look that could have killed a raging bull. "I'm afraid you'd have to ask Phillip's mother. She's handling most of it."


"Are you planning to wear white?" Max asked, a teasing hit in his eyes.


Phillip glanced at him curiously. "Why wouldn't she?"


"Max is just being funny, darling," Jamie said. "Ignore him and maybe he'll go away."


Phillip relaxed. "You should come to the wedding, Max. I'll see that you get an invitation."


"Hey, I wouldn't miss it for the world. I'd like to see Jamie all gussied up. I may even spring for a wedding gift."


"Deedee, I'd really like your opinion on my wedding gown," Jamie said, hoping to get her friend's mind off her worries.


"Of course," Deedee said, but she didn't sound as enthusiastic as she usually did when it came to discussing clothes.


Tension was thick throughout the rest of the meal, and nobody seemed particularly interested in food. Deedee didn't touch hers, despite Frankie's coaxing. Finally, she stood. "I don't wish to appear rude," she said, "but I need to go to bed. I have a splitting headache."



[bookmark: chapter_7]Chapter Seven


Frankie slumped on the sofa, looking at Max. "What do you think I should do?"


"I've already given you my opinion. You pull out now and you're going to let a lot of people down, the same people who are counting on you to make a difference in this town."


He sighed. "I know. I talk to people all the time who are struggling to make ends meet because there are no jobs to be found in this town. Some of them are living on unemployment, and these are proud people who are accustomed to supporting themselves." He shook his head sadly. "This town needs more industry so we can put people to work."


"I don't know what I'd do in your predicament," Phillip said. "I wouldn't want to jeopardize my family's safety either, but I know you're devoted to this town."


"I couldn't go on without Deedee," Frankie said miserably. "She's my whole life."


Jamie was touched by his words. She had never met a couple so close, and she wondered if she and Phillip would ever reach that level. "That's so sweet, Frankie."


Phillip looked at Jamie. "Are you planning to stay here tonight?"


She nodded. "I want to be here for Deedee."


"I understand." He checked his wristwatch. "It's getting late so I'll run and let you folks get to bed. Frankie, thanks for a great meal."


"I'll walk you out," Jamie said. She followed him to the door.


"Now, you be careful," Phillip warned. "I don't want anything happening to you." He kissed her softly and headed for his car.


Jamie returned to the living room. "Do you want me to look in on Deedee?" she asked Frankie.


"No, I'll check on her," he said.


Max waited until he and Jamie were alone before saying anything. "Are you okay?"


"Yeah."


"He slipped right through our fingers, Jamie."


"Do you think it could have been one of the security guards?"


"Anything is possible."


Jamie shivered.


"Are you cold?"


"Well, that's pretty much a given in this house, but I'm okay. It frightens me that someone was able to get that close unseen."


Max studied her. "I didn't mean to scare you. I probably said too much."


"I'm not Deedee. I don't want information held back from me. I'm in this, too."


As if to comfort her, Max put his hand on her knee. Jamie felt his warmth seep into her skin. She shifted on the sofa. Max hesitated a moment before pulling his hand away. "We should talk."


His voice was low and intimate, making the hairs on the back of her neck prickle.


"We are talking," Jamie said, trying to shift the direction in which he was traveling. "We have to figure out this thing."


"Which thing? There is more than one thing going on here at the moment."


"I'm perfectly aware of that." She stood and crossed the room, but she could still feel his touch. She didn't have to look at him to know how handsome he was in the white shirt and brown linen slacks he wore, how his dark eyes seemed to take in everything at once, even though he seemed entirely focused on her.


There was no denying the attraction she felt for him, and she only had to look into his dark eyes to know it was mutual. Lately, she found herself gazing at his handsome face when she thought he wouldn't notice. She wished she could touch his hair because she could only imagine what it would feel like. She also wondered what it would be like to feel his arms around her, and she immediately felt guilty. She had promised herself to Phillip, and she had no right to think about another man.


All at once Max came up behind her. She'd not heard him get up or cross the room. She'd simply felt a shift in the air, the sudden involuntary tensing of her body, and she knew he was close. He placed his hands on her shoulders, and her body reacted immediately.


"Jamie?"


"Leave it alone, Max," she said, stepping away. She knew she didn't have to clarify her statement.


"And if I refuse?"


She turned and faced him. "I'm not giving you a choice. I've made myself clear all along. I'm not interested."


He studied her. "Are you really that much in love with Phillip?"


"Of course I am."


"The kind of love Frankie and Deedee share?"


It was ironic that Max should ask the same question she'd asked herself earlier. "Why are you so concerned about my relationship with Phillip?"


"Because I know what it's like to marry the wrong person."


"And that's what you think I'm doing?"


He shrugged. "I don't see a whole lot of passion between you and your fiance."


"I'm content with Phillip. We might not share this great passion you speak of, but we share the things that count. We love each other, and we have a lot in common. We're comfortable together, and I enjoy his family. I've always wanted to be part of a large family, Max."


"What happened to you, Jamie?"


His voice was soft, coaxing, inspiring a feeling of confidence. Jamie fought it, but he was so sincere that she felt compelled to answer. She sighed heavily. "I don't like to rehash my past, but if I tell you will you promise to leave me alone?"


"Okay."


"My dad wasn't well, Max. He wasn't emotionally fit, so to speak. I guess he never got over losing my mother. Or maybe he'd always had problems, I don't know. Maybe that's why my mother left him. He and I never discussed it, but he was seriously depressed most of the time."


"That's why you came home instead of going with a bigger newspaper, isn't it?"


"He needed me. Wouldn't you have done the same if a family member was desperately ill?"


He looked thoughtful. "I'm glad I've never been faced with that kind of decision. Had I been in your predicament I would have tried to find a way to make it work for both of us, but that's easy for me to say because I didn't live it."


"I like knowing from one day to the next what to expect, because I never really felt secure growing up." Jamie paused. "I don't regret the past, Max, but I know it has affected a lot of decisions that I make today."


He looked confused. "So you're marrying for financial security?"


"No. Security doesn't come from having a lot of money." She shrugged. "Look, I don't expect you to understand."


"I want you to be happy, Jamie, that's all."


* * * * *


The next morning, Max and Jamie climbed into his car and headed for town.


"I've been thinking," Jamie said.


"About us?" He grinned.


Jamie made an effort not to smile. "Not."


"What's on your mind?"


"This is just a possibility, but I know someone, or rather, I know of someone who is probably capable of skulking around other people's property and not being found."


"I'm all ears."


"They call him Swamp Dog. I don't know his real name, but he's scary as all get-out. Someone once told me if anybody needed any dirty work done, they could count on Swamp Dog."


"Have you ever met him?"


"No. I don't even know if he's still alive, but I know where he used to live. It's an old ramshackle houseboat in the middle of—"


"The swamp?"


"You catch on fast, Holt. Anyway, I had trouble falling asleep last night—"


"You did?" Max looked at her. "Because I had the same problem. I thought about you a lot."


"Actually, I was on edge."


"You know the reason for that, of course."


She looked at him. "I'm sure you're going to tell me it had something to do with you."


He merely grinned.


Jamie did an eye-roll. "Now, how about we get down to business?"


"If you insist."


"Someone got close enough to the house to throw a Molotov cocktail through the window. That's quite a feat considering the property is crawling with security. So, I got to thinking, who would be capable of doing something like that without getting caught?"


"And you came up with this Swamp Dog person."


"Right. And he has the background for it. He was in Special Forces in the military. Word has it he lost it over there."


"Define 'lost it.' "


"Went off the deep end."


"Crazy as a bedbug, huh? Tell me more."


"He's a poacher. He tosses dynamite into the river. It goes off and stuns the fish. They float to the top and he scoops them up with a net. Rumor has it there was an accident, and he lost an eye."


"That would certainly make him easy to find in a crowd. How do you know where he lives?"


"Back in high school, a few of us decided to find out if he even existed. We took a boat out there. We were able to find the houseboat, but the minute we got close somebody started firing shots at us, so we hauled butt."


"You didn't see anybody?"


"No, but the game warden caught word of the poaching and decided to look into it. Somebody found him a few days later in his boat with a bullet between his eyes. Nobody could prove anything, although they suspected Swamp Dog."


"I'm already looking forward to meeting him." Max paused. "I don't know, Jamie. It sounds farfetched. Why would he be after us?"


"Maybe he's being paid to come after us by someone who doesn't want you and Frankie looking into the missing tax dollars but doesn't want to get their own hands dirty. I think it's worth checking out. He's actually the only dangerous sort of guy in the area."


"Okay, we'll pay him a visit."


Jamie laughed. "I don't think Swamp Dog accepts visitors."


"You're saying he's not going to serve us tea and crumpets."


"He may shoot us."


"Maybe I should go alone."


"You'd never find the place."


Muffin came on. "You know, I don't like to tell people what to do, but I'm going to make an exception. This whole thing sounds dangerous."


"How else are we going to find out if Swamp Dog is involved?" Jamie asked.


"I wish you could give me his real name," Muffin replied, "so I could get some information on him."


"I'm not sure anybody knows his real name." Jamie looked at Max. "We'll need a boat to get there. Lucky for us I know someone who has one. I'll try to wrap things up quickly at the office, and we can head out around lunchtime."


"I don't like this," Muffin replied. "Not one bit. You're both asking for trouble."


* * * * *


"You call this a boat?" Max asked some four hours later, as he gazed down at a small skiff that was to carry them down the river.


"You were expecting a yacht, maybe? I don't think the river can accommodate the kind of boat you're accustomed to." Jamie was a bit embarrassed about the boat; she didn't remember it being so rough looking. The color had long ago faded, one seat was broken, and she wasn't sure the motor was powerful enough to get them away from the dock.


"This thing doesn't look as though it should be floating in a bathtub," Max said.


"Tell you what, Holt. Next time you get the boat."


"Next time? Sounds like you're looking for a long-term relationship."


"I'm really glad you're bringing your ego on board." It was going to be a long ride, Jamie told herself, and they could very well be on a wild-goose chase. For all she knew, Swamp Dog could be long dead and buried. "So, are you with me or not?"


"Hey, I wouldn't miss it."


Hitching the straps of her handbag on one shoulder and grabbing the canvas bag containing supplies Max had purchased—snacks, flashlights, first-aid kit, insect repellent, and hiking up the rubber knee-length wading boots she wore—Jamie carefully stepped into the boat. It rocked back and forth. She gripped the map Muffin had printed out so they could study the river closely beforehand. She was glad she'd taken the time to change into jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. Although the sleeves were now rolled up to her elbows, the added clothing would protect her from insects. That, and the mosquito repellent, she reminded herself.


A bemused Max watched as Jamie struggled to keep her balance. Finally, she grabbed a seat and held on, her behind perched high, waiting for the boat to stop rocking. Max arched one brow. "You don't do a lot of boating, do you?" he asked.


Jamie sat down. "Okay, so I'm not a boat person. Just get in the darn thing so we can be on our way."


"Let's get something straight, Swifty," Max said, trying to affect a stern look and doing a poor job of it. "The one operating the motor is the captain. That makes you the first mate. You don't have the authority to talk to me like that."


"Oh, so this is about power," Jamie said. "You forget, Holt. I'm the one who found the boat, and I know how to get to Swamp Dog's place. Face it, you need me." Even as she said it she knew better. Jamie suspected Max Holt could do anything he set his mind to.


"You're right," he said. "I'm helpless without you." He climbed into the boat and reached for the small Styrofoam ice chest filled with soft drinks, as well as the two gas tanks he had purchased and filled for the trip. He'd even thought to bring flashlights. "Go ahead and untie us," he said, once he'd settled in.


Jamie did as she was told. Once she'd pulled the rope in she shoved them away from the dock.


Max reached for the small handle that was attached to the cord on the motor and yanked it. It took several attempts to start the motor, but it finally chugged to life. He steered the boat down the river. "Am I going the right way?"


"Very funny. It's obvious there is only one way in and one way out."


"Just checking since you're supposed to be our guide."


They rode for close to an hour before Jamie pointed toward a thin tributary. She grabbed one of the oars and stuck it in the water. "Stay in the center," she warned. "The water is shallow here."


"Good thing you brought that sophisticated depth finder," Max said. "I wouldn't want to run aground." Finally, he cut the motor, tilted it so the propeller was out of the water, and paddled the rest of the way. The boat nudged against the bank.


Jamie gazed at the green scum that covered the water like a filmy curtain, hiding only heaven knew what that waited just beneath the surface. She suppressed a shudder.


"Now what?" Max asked.


"We walk."


* * * * *


Max tied off the boat. Jamie grabbed her purse, slipped the long strap over her shoulder and waited until Max climbed out. He turned and helped her out. They rolled down their shirtsleeves and sprayed insect repellent on their necks and hands.


"Let's go," he said.


Jamie was already feeling irritable from the heat. There'd been little breeze on the river. It was hot, and her blouse was sweat-soaked and plastered to her back. She found a sturdy tree limb to use as a stick. Hopefully it would offer protection in case she ran into some undesirable creature. Max did the same. "These boots aren't going to mean crap if we meet up with an alligator," she said.


"Then I suggest we avoid them at all cost. Besides, they're more afraid of us than we are them."


"Yeah. That would explain why we're the ones carrying sticks and wearing rubber boots instead of them."


"You're getting testy on me," Max said, "and I may as well tell you it's not attractive."


Jamie bit back her reply. She was determined to show Max Holt she was made of tough stuff.


They started up the bank. It wasn't long before they found themselves in shallow water. Jamie became even more anxious as the murky water climbed to her ankles.


"Are you okay?" Max asked, noting how she hesitated before taking every step.


"I can think of other things I'd rather be doing right now if that's what you mean."


"This was your idea."


"Do you see anyone else beating a path to investigate the situation? You won't find Lamar Tevis and his deputies combing the swamp looking for a madman."


"I've been meaning to ask you about Lamar," Max said. "He doesn't really seem qualified for the job."


"His daddy was sheriff for a while. He was very popular. Lamar got in on his coattails, so to speak. He does okay for the most part."


"Sounds like the jobs in this town run in families."


"Doesn't take a genius to figure that one out." Jamie jumped at the sight of a thin stick. She could have sworn it was a snake. The thought of looking for Swamp Dog had seemed exciting when she'd first mentioned it. Now she was beginning to regret it.


Jamie tried to concentrate on the scenery, the bald cypress, tupelo, and sweet gum trees. A canopy of vegetation shrouded the area, giving the swamp an eerie feel that sent goose pimples along her arms.


"I wish I had Vera's gun."


"You'd probably only end up shooting yourself in the foot," Max said.


"Hell's bells, I'm going to die anyway." Jamie took a step, felt the mud give beneath her feet, creating a suction noise each time she walked. "Oh, Jeez," she said. "This is so gross. Do you see any snakes? Water moccasins, maybe?"


Max chuckled. "You're acting like a girl, you know."


"I am a girl. Deal with it."


Max grinned. "It's not like I haven't tried. Are you sure we're going in the right direction?"


"I'm not even sure I'm going to live to see nightfall." Jamie paused and looked at her map. "I thought it was around that last bend." The water had risen almost to her knees. "We've had more rainfall than usual the past few months. That can change things."


Max stopped walking and regarded her. "Are you hinting that we might be lost?"


"I'm saying that's a strong possibility."


He sighed. "I should have known better than to agree to this harebrained idea. I'm beginning to think this Swamp Dog business is a crock."


"So why'd you come?"


"Because I knew you were hell-bent on finding this guy, and you'd probably go alone. Somebody has to look after you. You wouldn't last five minutes out here without me. Admit it."


Jamie froze. Something long and black was heading straight for her, and this time it wasn't a stick. "Oh, double damn."


"It's just a simple water snake," Max said.


Jamie didn't so much as breathe as the snake slithered along the water and swam right between her legs. She turned her head as he continued past her. "I can't believe I'm doing this," she said. "It's all your fault. You shouldn't have let me talk you into it."


Max was only vaguely aware of her words as his eye caught something. "Quiet," he said. "There's the houseboat."


Jamie looked up. Sure enough, she saw the rugged outlines of a wooden structure through the trees. "That's it," she whispered.


"Maybe you should stay back and let me investigate."


She shook her head. "I've come this far, I'm not backing out now."


They moved soundlessly through the water, although Jamie feared Swamp Dog would hear the steady drumming of her heart and ragged breathing. Finally, they hit dry land. The boat was less than one hundred yards away, rocking gently in the river, less than twenty feet from the shoreline. They circled around and approached it with caution, taking care to stay behind the trees and shrubs. Jamie tried to avoid stepping on sticks, fearing one would snap and attract attention.


"There he is," Jamie whispered so low she could barely hear her own voice. She stared at the rough-hewn man with shoulder-length iron-gray hair and a black patch over one eye. He was bathing in the river beside his boat. They continued walking, taking greater care with every step. Jamie jumped when she heard gunshot. She gasped as a snake flew into the air and fell into the water with a splash. Swamp Dog grabbed it and tossed it on the side of the boat. Then, without warning, he turned and aimed his pistol in their direction. "Out from behind that bush," he said. "Hands in the air."
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"We're dead," Jamie said.


"Better do as he says," Max replied.


They raised their hands above their heads and stepped out from behind the bush. "We're not armed," Max said.


"That don't mean jackshit to me," Swamp Dog replied. "You're trespassing. That's enough for me to put a bullet in your head."


"We need help," Jamie said once they'd come within fifty feet of him. "The motor on our boat quit on us. We're stranded."


Swamp Dog didn't lower his gun as he climbed from the water naked as the day he was born. "You picked the wrong guy."


Jamie tried to keep her eyes above his shoulders, but not before she caught sight of his leathery skin and sinewy body. A multitude of purplish scars zigzagged across his chest and abdomen. The left side of his face was disfigured, obviously from the same accident in which he'd lost an eye. The menacing look on his face told her he'd sooner shoot them than not.


"Well, then," Jamie said lightly, "I guess we'll be going. Sorry to have bothered you."


"Make one move and you're dead."


Max turned to Jamie. "Perhaps we should tell him why we're really here."


Jamie nodded. What the heck was he talking about? "Uh, why don't you tell him?"


"Miss Swift owns the Beaumont Gazette," Max said. "She'd like to interview you."


"Is that supposed to excite me?" Swamp Dog reached for a towel and wrapped it around his waist.


Jamie just looked at Max. If that was the only plan he had then they were in big trouble. "Uh, yeah," Jamie agreed, thinking anything was better than sudden death. "I was wondering if you'd be willing to let me do a piece on you as a human-interest story."


Swamp Dog lowered his gun, but his gaze never left Jamie's face. "That's bullshit."


"Trust me," Jamie said. "If we were trying to bullshit you we'd have come up with something better. You'll have to admit you're somewhat of a legend in these parts."


It was obvious the man didn't believe a word she said. He waved the gun. "Inside."


"Probably we picked a bad time," Jamie said. "I could try to set something up when it's more convenient. Get my photographer out here and do it up right."


"Do I look like someone who would agree to have his picture taken?" Swamp Dog said.


Jamie shrugged. "Why not?"


"Stop messing with me, lady, and go inside."


Max and Jamie walked a rickety plank that led from the riverbank to his boat.


"This way," Swamp Dog ordered.


They both headed toward the door leading to the cabin. The room was dirty and smelled of dirty clothes and rotted food.


"Sit." He motioned toward a sofa.


Jamie was almost afraid to sit on the rumpled sofa, but she was more afraid of the gun. Max joined her. She looked around. "Uh, nice place."


"Yeah, I was going for a Martha Stewart look." Swamp Dog took a chair opposite them and reached for a pad and pencil from a rickety table. He tossed them to Jamie whose hands were trembling so badly she missed. Max picked them up and handed them to her.


"So, what do you want to know?" the man said. "Think carefully 'cause I'm gonna get pissed if you ask the wrong question."


Jamie straightened on the sofa, trying to appear professional as she tried to think of what to ask him that wouldn't make him angry. He looked ominous with the black patch over his eye, and she avoided looking into his face. "Okay, let's start at the beginning," she said, sounding more confident than she felt. "Could I get your real name?"


Swamp Dog fired a shot two inches from her head. Jamie dove toward Max.


"What the hell?" Max said. "Why'd you do that?"


"I don't like answering personal questions."


Jamie tried to swallow. "Okay, okay, I understand the rules now," she said, trying to think of something that wouldn't send him over the edge. Rumor was right; the man had definitely lost it. She would keep the interview light and superficial.


"Perhaps we could discuss your hobbies. Do you garden?"


"What?" he and Max asked in unison.


"That's the stupidest question anyone has ever asked me," Swamp Dog said. "Do I look like a gardener?"


"Jesus, Jamie," Max said under his breath.


She looked from one to the other. "Well, excuse the heck out of me," she snapped, "but it's not easy conducting an interview at gunpoint. I'm trying to do a job here, and I don't appreciate rudeness. I'm hot and tired and hungry. I traveled all this way just to ask this, this, person a few questions, and this is how I'm treated? Forget the interview." She tossed the pad of paper aside and reached for her purse.


"Hold it right there," Swamp Dog said.


"I'm getting a cigarette, okay?" She reached for her pack and lighter. In the distance she heard a small-engine airplane and suspected they were spraying for mosquitoes. She wished she were on it.


"I don't permit smoking in my place."


Jamie glanced around at the filth. "You're kidding, right?" At the same time, she noted he was becoming more agitated. Swamp Dog obviously didn't like the sound of small planes. Maybe it made him think of other things he wanted to forget.


"You're really starting to piss me off," he said. "I don't like mouthy broads." He raised his gun slowly.


"I'm not a broad, and I don't appreciate—"


"Shut up!" Swamp Dog seemed to have difficultly breathing, and his eyes took on a wild look as the plane closed in on them. He looked disoriented; nevertheless, he pulled back the hammer and aimed his gun. The plane swooped low.


Max glanced toward the window. "Everybody down," he yelled.


Swamp Dog automatically swung around and trained the gun on the plane as it bore down on the water, causing the houseboat to vibrate as a cloud of insect spray filled the air. "Those bastards," he muttered.


In one fluid move, Max was off the sofa. He kicked the gun from Swamp Dog's hand. It hit the floor and fired. Swamp Dog, still dazed, dove for it, but Max was faster. He grabbed the pistol, put a chokehold on the older man and held the gun to his head. The plane went on.


"Okay, you rude son of a bitch. I'm about to teach you some manners."


"Screw you, Holt."


Max blinked. "You know who I am?"


Swamp Dog smiled, showing a mouthful of yellow teeth. "Surprised?"


"Who are you working for?"


"I don't have to tell you anything, man. And I'm not afraid of being shot, so go for it."


"Go ahead and kill him," Jamie said. "We can say it was self-defense."


"I'm more interested in getting answers out of him at the moment," Max told her, not taking his eyes off the man. "Somebody is paying you to go after my brother-in-law. You tried to kill Jamie and me. Why?"


He looked smug. "If I wanted to kill you, you'd already be dead."


Max sat back on his heels but kept the gun aimed at Swamp Dog's head. "I like confidence in a man."


"I guess that makes us best friends."


"We don't have to be friends, pal, but I'm prepared to offer you a job with a nice paycheck. I want you to be part of what I call my special projects team. Immediately," he added. "Your first job would consist of protecting a friend of mine."


"Frankie Fontana. He already has a security team in place."


"Yeah, and they aren't doing a very good job. I need someone I can count on to keep Frankie and his wife safe. If you accept the job I'll deposit a nice chunk of money into an account in your name."


"And if I refuse?"


Max shrugged. "Then you're not as smart as I thought you were." He tossed the gun aside and got up.


Swamp Dog came to his feet and grabbed the gun. "You just signed your death warrant, Holt."


"Some genius you are, Max," Jamie muttered. "If he wasn't going to kill us before, he'll certainly do it now. And what do you think he'll do with our bodies? Throw them to the alligators, of course. Have you ever seen what a gator can do to a man?"


He shook his head. "Have you?"


"No, but I've heard. They drag the victim beneath the water and drown him. They don't eat the body for a few days."


Swamp Dog laughed. "It's worse than that, Miss Swift. I've seen it firsthand. And enjoyed every moment of it if I might say so."


They both stared at him.


"Relax," Max said finally. "He's not going to shoot us. He would have already done it by now." He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a business card, and placed it on the table beside the chair where Swamp Dog had been sitting. "Call me when you're ready to make a deal."


Jamie held her breath as Max led her from the boat. Swamp Dog was probably a good enough shot that he would kill her instantly. She wouldn't have to suffer or die slowly while copperheads and God-knows-what slithered across her body. She wouldn't have to live under the same roof as Annabelle Standish.


They crossed the plank leading off the boat Nothing. She could feel Swamp Dog's eyes on her.


"Keep walking," Max said.


The swamp was bathed in shadow as they made their way back. A bullfrog croaked nearby, birds called out to one another. Jamie waded through the water, keeping an eye out for anything that moved.


"Are you okay?" Max asked.


"Fine, except for the fact you almost got us killed."


"Me? You're the one who mouthed off."


"He's a sick man, shooting just over my head if I asked the wrong question. It reminded me of an old western, where the bad guy shoots bullets at someone's feet in order to make them dance. I refuse to be treated like that. I'd rather they just shoot me and get it over with. You wouldn't have put up with it, either, Max."


He was quiet.


"Would you?"


"It depends. If I were the only one involved, then no. If I were trying to protect someone I cared about, I'd probably go along with it until I could think of a way out."


Jamie was thoughtful as they walked on. "Do you think he's the one after us?"


Max shrugged. "He knew who we were. And he's cagey enough to outsmart Frankie's security men."


Jamie looked at him. "I don't understand. Why didn't he kill us back there? He had the perfect opportunity."


"It would have been too easy. The man is a hunter. A predator. We were easy targets; there was no challenge. He's also been in the military, and like you said, probably served in a special unit."


"I don't actually know that for a fact. I don't even know if he was in the military. Probably just another rumor."


"Did you notice the table beside his chair? It was partially covered with oilcloth, but it was a footlocker. There was a name on it. J. Hodges."


"Finally, we have a name."


"Swamp Dog, I mean Hodges, is just the triggerman. He's cunning and mean, but he's not exactly an Einstein. I'm more interested in finding the one who hired him."


"You weren't serious about offering him a job."


"Dead serious."


"Why, for Pete's sake?"


"I can't keep an eye on the man way out here. I want him close enough so I can watch him."


"Dang, Max, you'll put us all in danger."


"Trust me on this one, okay? Swamp Dog is just a player in a much bigger game that obviously involves a lot of money. The person behind him is smarter and more dangerous."


"You're keeping something from me. What is it?"


"Muffin and I are still looking. I'll let you know when I have something."


Jamie had so many unanswered questions. She grew up in Beaumont, went to school with a number of people who now ran the city. She attended weddings and funerals, watched her friends have babies, and she didn't want to think any of them were thieves.


"You're awfully quiet," Max said.


"I have a lot to think about."


They arrived at the boat. Jamie climbed in and Max shoved it away from the shore. He paddled a short distance and tested the water with his oar to make certain it was safe to drop the motor. He reached for the cord and pulled. Nothing happened. He tried again without success.


Jamie glanced back. "What's wrong?"


He shrugged. "Damned if I know. We aren't out of gas, I switched to a new tank shortly before we got here. I don't think the gas is getting to the motor." He looked closer. "What the hell?"


"What is it?"


Max held up a black hose leading to the motor. "It has been cut."


Jamie gaped at him. "Who would do that?"


"Obviously somebody who didn't want us to extend our visit to Swamp Dog."


She glanced around frantically, but all she could see were trees and brush. "They could be watching us," she said quietly.


Max followed her gaze. "I don't see anybody, but that doesn't mean they aren't there." He reached for the oars. "The sooner we get out of here the better."


"Don't tell me you're going to row all the way back."


"What choice do we have?"


Jamie tried to think. "It's going to take forever."


Max continued to row, his eyes cautiously taking in the wooded area. "Check inside the seats and see if there is any tape I can use to repair the hose."


Jamie did as she was told. She lifted the lid on one seat and found a tackle box filled with lures and rusty hooks. The next seat held a couple of blankets that looked as though they hadn't been washed in years. "Oh, Jeez, there's a dead fish in here. No wonder the boat smells." She found a rusted ice pick, speared the fish and tossed it into the water.


Max, in the process of looking beneath his own seat, glanced up. "I wish you hadn't done that," he said, as the fish floated to the surface.


"It's disgusting."


"There are worse things."


"Yeah, like these nasty blankets. I can't believe my friend let this boat go to pot like he did. I'm surprised it still floats." She sighed. "Sorry, no tape." She continued to glance around uneasily as she talked. "Do you think Swamp Dog cut the hose? He would know shortcuts through the swamp. He could have found the boat, cut the hose and been out of here by the time we arrived back."


"That's a possibility," Max said.


"That would explain why he didn't kill us. He'd rather watch us die out here in the swamp."


"We're not going to die. You're with me, kiddo, and it just so happens I know a few survival skills."


"Oh, yeah, right. Like carrying your Visa Gold in case the restaurant doesn't accept American Express."


"You underestimate me."


Suddenly, something slammed against the boat. Jamie gasped and bolted to her feet. The boat rocked hard to one side.


"Sit down!" Max yelled. "It's a damn alligator."


Jamie tried to catch her balance but over-corrected. The boat veered to one side, dumping her into the river. She screamed.


Max saw the gator go for her. No time to pull her from the water. "Be still and shut up," he said, bringing the oar high in the air. The alligator was less than three feet from Jamie when Max brought it down on his wide snout. Jamie screamed again as the animal thrashed about. Max slammed the oar harder, aiming for the creature's eyes. The gator became still and sank beneath the surface.


Fear robbed Jamie of all logic. She was certain the alligator was right beside her; she could only imagine the horror of having him sink his teeth into her leg and pull her under. Frantically, she tried to pull herself up into the boat. "Let me help you," Max yelled. "You're going to—"


Too late. The small vessel flipped to its side and immediately began to fill with water. Max jumped into the river. It came to his shoulders. "Calm down," he ordered, reaching for Jamie. "We have to get to shore." He literally dragged her the short distance to the riverbank. She plopped onto the grass and gulped back the tears she felt forming behind her eyes.


"Jesus H. Christ, did you see the size of that thing?"


Max could see she was on the verge of hysteria, but he had to get the supplies from the boat before it went under. "Stay put." He grabbed a short but thick stick and started into the water. If the alligator or one of his relatives showed up, he might stand a fighting chance.


Jamie jumped to her feet. "Max, don't go back out there!" she cried. "He'll kill you." When he continued toward the boat, she stamped one foot. "Dammit, Max, are you going to force me to stand here and watch you get eaten alive by that damn gator? This is the most selfish thing you've ever done next to almost getting blown up by dynamite. Would you please try to keep my purse from getting wet? My cigarettes are inside."


Jamie watched the water closely for signs of movement as Max waded toward the boat. Hopefully, he had done enough physical damage to the alligator to drive it away. She knew that, for the most part, alligators avoided humans unless they were accustomed to being fed by them. But there were rogue gators who feared nothing and would sooner snap a man's head off than look at him. She spied a turtle sunning on a log nearby and wondered if she should try to catch it. They might have to cook it if they became stranded for any length of time. As though it had read her mind, the turtle slipped into the water and disappeared.


Max reached the boat. Jamie watched him grab as much as he could before hurrying back to shore, holding the items high to keep them from getting wet. Back on shore, he dumped everything out of the ice chest.


"What are you doing?" Jamie demanded.


"Trying to save the boat from sinking."


"You're not going back out there! Tell me you're not—" But he was already gone, and once again, she stood there feeling helpless. She watched him scoop water from the boat, using the ice chest like a bucket. He'd only managed to dip out a small amount before Jamie spied what looked to be a huge log floating in his direction. She knew better.


"Get out of the water, Max!"


Max looked in the direction in which she pointed.


Jamie knew he was trying to gauge the distance between himself and the alligator, see how much water he could dip out of the boat before it got close enough. The man was either an idiot or on a suicide mission.


"Get out of the water, Max! It's coming straight after you. He's big!" She suspected Max had seriously injured the other alligator and this one smelled fresh blood, just as the dead fish had brought on the first one.


"I swear to God!" Jamie cried. "If you don't get out of that river I'm coming in after you." Her heart was pounding in her chest like war drums. She glanced around for a stick or a rock. She remembered her metal fingernail file. She dumped everything from her purse and plucked the file from her personal stash. She started into the river.


Max glanced her way, found her waist high in water, and muttered a line of expletives. "Get back to shore!" he ordered. "I'm coming in." He swam away from the boat and caught up with her on the riverbank. "Are you crazy?" he yelled.


"Not as crazy as you."


"What's that?" he asked, checking her hand. "A fingernail file?" He looked incredulous. "You were going to kill a ten-foot alligator with a fingernail file?"


"I had to do something since you were too stupid to get out of the damn water."


"I was trying to save the boat. How do you think we're going to get out of here without a boat?"


"I've had nothing but trouble since the day you hit town. People try to kill me every time I turn around." She was so angry she didn't feel the tears roll down her cheeks.


"You're crying."


"I am not crying! I'm releasing stress. This is the only way I know how to do it without taking off your head."


One side of his mouth twitched.


"You know, you're damn cute with your wet hair slicked back, and your clothes plastered to you. This might not be a bad thing, the two of us stranded out here like this. We can finally explore our feelings for each other."


Jamie gaped at him. It was hard to know if he was serious because of the teasing glint in his dark eyes. "I don't believe this," she said. She pressed her hands against her temple; half afraid she would lose her mind if he said another word.


"Face it, Jamie, you're stuck with me. At least until we get out of this place. You could do worse, you know. You could be stuck out here with Phillip."


"That's not one bit funny. Phillip would manage perfectly in a situation like this." Jamie paused.


"Oh, no."


"What?"


They both stared. In the few minutes they'd spent arguing, the boat had filled with water and was barely visible. Beside it, the alligator waited.


"We're screwed," Max said.



[bookmark: chapter_9]Chapter Nine


Deedee squealed in delight as Frankie led three oversized ex-wrestlers through the front door and into the living room. "Oh, my goodness," she said, dwarfed beside the men who averaged six feet six in height, "we haven't seen you guys in years." She rushed up to Snakeman who gave her a bone-crunching hug. "Where's your boa?" she asked.


"He died of old age. I was going to replace him, but now that I'm retired I enjoy traveling. The airlines wouldn't let me take him on the plane, even when I offered to pay for an entire row of seats in first class."


Snakeman's blond hair had dulled slightly, gray creeping in at his temples, but he was still in excellent physical shape.


Deedee hugged Big John and Choker, who'd earned his nickname by perfecting the headlocks once used by the world-renowned Ed "Strangler" Lewis, who'd begun his wrestling career in the early 1900s and was touted the greatest wrestler ever.


"It's just like old times, isn't it?" Frankie said, putting his arm around Deedee's shoulders.


"Why didn't you boys tell me you were coming?" Deedee asked.


Snakeman exchanged looks with Frankie. "We heard you've been having a little trouble so we're here to help. You don't think we'd just sit by twiddlin' our thumbs when you and Frankie need us."


"That's so sweet of you," Deedee said, looking from one to the other. "But I don't know what any of you can do about it."


"Frankie has men guarding the outside of the house. We're here to guard the inside." He paused. "And we wouldn't miss Frankie's election for anything."


Deedee's smile faded slightly. "We're so glad to have you," she said in an obvious attempt to sound like a gracious hostess. "How about I order some grub and let you gentlemen have some time to yourselves? I need to make a few phone calls."


"Did you hear from Max or Jamie?" Frankie asked before she left the room.


"No." She hurried away without another word.


"Your wife has gotten prettier," Snakeman said, "but she looks troubled. Maybe I shouldn't have told her why we're here."


"She'd figure it out," Frankie said.


"I wish you'd called us earlier," Big John told him.


Frankie shrugged. "I know you guys are busy."


Choker gave a grunt. "Never too busy to come to the aid of an old buddy."


Beenie came into the room with Choo-Choo and did a double take. "Well, smack my jaw, Scarlett," he said, patting his hair into place. "I didn't know we had company."


Frankie introduced the wrestlers. "This is Beenie, Deedee's personal assistant."


The three wrestlers nodded mutely.


"Sorry to interrupt, gentlemen. I'm looking for Deedee."


"She said she had to make some calls," Frankie said.


"Oh, well, I'll find her." Beenie paused and studied the wrestlers one by one, then turned for the door. He almost bumped into the butler who carried a silver tray containing icy glasses and various designer beers. The housekeeper followed with the food.


"Oh, man, Vienna sausage," Snakeman said. "And pickled eggs. What a treat."


"I thought you guys might enjoy them. Deedee always insists on fixing all this fancy stuff when we have guests."


Once everyone was seated, Frankie became serious. "I called all of you because I don't know what else to do. Deedee's scared to death with all that's going on. I try to keep as much from her as I can."


"Have there been any new developments since we talked?" Big John asked.


"Not since the fire." He clasped his big hands together. "I'm worried about Deedee. I was hoping you guys would provide a distraction and make her feel safer at the same time."


Snakeman cracked his knuckles. His hands resembled small hams. "You just tell us what to do, and it's as good as done. Somebody tries to get past me, and he's a dead man."


* * * * *


"You two look like a couple of idiots," Mitzi said. "And Vito, you need to suck in your fat gut before you pop the buttons on that shirt."


"Would you just shut your trap?" he snapped. "They didn't have a uniform in my size."


"You should have asked for a large tent. What are you guys supposed to be anyway?"


"Security men," Lenny said.


"Oh, Jesus. How did you two thugs get a job like that?"


Vito gave her a smug look. "Because I happen to have friends in high places, Mitzi. Did that thought ever occur to you?"


She laughed out loud. "Which explains why we're driving a twenty-year-old car and keep getting our electricity cut off."


"I need something to hold in my stomach," Vito told Lenny.


Mitzi grunted. "I'd suggest liposuction, only they're going to need a fire hose to suck out all that flubber."


Vito wiped sweat from his brow. "Keep your fat mouth shut, Mitzi, you got that? I'm sick of listening to you."


"Fine. Go like that. You look like a fool, but that's never stopped you before. I'm taking a bath." She strode into the bathroom and slammed the door.


"Jesus, that woman is driving me right up the wall," Vito said.


"You could try being nicer to her," Lenny replied, "instead of mouthing off every time she says something."


"What the hell do you know about marriage? You should try living with the grand bitch of hell."


"Mitzi is still an attractive woman, dude. Why don't you stop chasing women and concentrate on your wife. Buy her some flowers or something."


"Just shut up, okay? I don't have time to discuss my marriage woes; we got a job to do." He wiped his brow once more. "Damn woman is going to cause me to have a heart attack. Now, listen up. We won't have a lot of time for messing around once we get on the property tomorrow."


"Which reminds me. How did you manage to get us this job in the first place?"


"The guy we're working for took care of the paperwork. He's got connections, and he moves fast." Vito opened the top drawer of a battered dresser and pulled out a folder. "You need to study this in case Fontana's security chief asks questions."


Lenny opened it and read through it. "Man, this is awesome. I could get a job guarding the White House with this resume. That's what it's called, right? A resume?"


"Yeah. And look, we each got a letter of recommendation. We're good to go, pal. Now, like I was saying, we need to find Holt as soon as we get on the property. Whoever gets to him first does the hit, you got that?"


Lenny frowned. "What if I miss?"


Vito grabbed him by the collar. "You ain't gonna miss, asshole, because if you do I'm going to shoot you. Max Holt is not going to live to see the sun go down tomorrow night."


* * * * *


"Okay, don't panic," Max said, as Jamie, cigarette in hand, paced the riverbank. "This is not the end of the world."


She stopped and looked at him. "You don't realize the seriousness of this," she said. "Nobody, I mean nobody, ever comes down this part of the river. We're miles from civilization. Even if I did know how to get back, it would be impossible to get through this thicket. We'd need a machete."


"You worry too much, darlin'. The minute we turn up missing Frankie is going to call the police.


Depending on how adept Lamar Tevis is, they'll eventually find my car back at the dock."


She crossed her arms and tapped one foot impatiently. "What are we supposed to do in the meantime?"


"We need to set up camp."


"You mean we're going to spend the night out here?"


"Think, Jamie. Deedee won't start worrying until we don't show up for dinner. By then it'll be dark. Even if they do find my car, they won't be able to send out a search party till daybreak."


"Oh, double damn."


"I say we look through our supplies, then start gathering wood." He pulled two flashlights and a package of batteries from the canvas sack and handed them to Jamie. "Would you do the honors?"


By the time Jamie put batteries into the flashlights and tested them, Max had finished his inventory. "We're not too bad off. The blankets could use a good washing, but they'll keep us warm during the night."


Jamie tried not to think about the night that lay ahead.


"We still have several hours of daylight left," Max said. "Better start gathering wood."


They went to work. Max found a stand of cane and broke off one, tying fishing string to the skinny end to use as a fishing pole. As Jamie gathered wood, he dug through the black dirt for worms. He baited the fishing pole. "You fish while I finish gathering wood," he said.


Jamie did as she was told. If they were to survive through the night, which wasn't likely, they would have to work together. Max had stripped off his shirt and begun digging a broad hole near the riverbank using sticks and pieces of rock as a shovel. He placed several larger rocks at the bottom of the hole. Jamie tried not to stare as the muscles in his arms and back flexed and contracted while he worked, but it was hard to concentrate on her task when he looked so darn good.


Max caught her looking. He sat back on the heels of his boots and held his arms out in offering. "Take a good look, Jamie. This could all be yours."


Her look was deadpan. Suddenly, her line jerked. "I've got one!" she cried.


"Go for it," Max said.


"This sucker is big. I can tell by the way he's tugging."


Max watched her, a smile playing across his lips. "I want mine filleted and marinated in papaya juice and served with Caesar salad and fresh asparagus."


Jamie struggled with the pole. She gave one hard jerk and pulled in a medium-sized bass. Her eyes popped open at the sight. "Look at the size of that sucker!"


Max was still looking at Jamie as she stood there, pole in both hands, grinning from ear to ear. The fish flipped about in protest. "Nice-looking fish," he said. "Where's yours?"


"There's more where this one came from, Holt."


Jamie managed to catch two more fish in the next half hour, during which time Max cleared a dry area of limbs and brush where they could later sleep. The blankets were still hanging from tree limbs, airing out.


Jamie presented her three fish. "Dinnuh is served," she said.


Max looked up from his work. "How are you at cleaning them?"


Jamie tossed her head. "I don't clean fish, Bubba." She gave him a speculative glance. "And I'll bet you don't know how. I'll bet you've never cleaned a fish in your life. Probably, the only time you've ever seen one is on a dinner plate with lemon slices on the side."


Max just smiled.


The sun was low in the sky by the time Max began cooking the fish he'd expertly cleaned while Jamie shared a soft drink with him. They only had a couple of bottled waters and had agreed to ration them.


When the fish were done, Max laid them on the lid of the ice chest. They'd watched the ice chest itself float down the river.


He and Jamie waited until the fish had cooled before tasting it.


"It could use a little seasoning," Jamie said.


"Next time have Emeril do your cooking."


"I wasn't complaining," she said. "Actually, it's very good."


"Thank you," Max said. "Coming from you, I consider that a high compliment."


Jamie looked at him. "What do you mean, coming from me?"


"You're not always easy to get along with. Some women would be happy to be in your shoes right now." He grinned.


Jamie knew he was goading her. Max Holt enjoyed getting her riled. "I'm sure that's the case," she said matter-of-factly. "No doubt they would have cleaned the fish and chewed it for you, but I'm not that desperate for a man's attention."


They stared at each other over the campfire. Night had settled in, cooling the temperature. The air felt good on Jamie's skin. As she looked at Max, taking in the dark hair and eyes in the soft firelight, she could easily understand why women flocked to him.


"You look mighty fine sitting by a campfire, Miss Swift, with your hair shining like gold in the firelight. I'll bet it feels like silk."


Jamie dropped her gaze, but she could feel Max's eyes on her. She felt self-conscious, knowing he missed nothing. "You're staring," she said, still refusing to look up.


His voice was soft. "How do you know?"


"I feel your eyes on me."


"I'm looking at your neck, and I'm thinking—"


"Stop it, Max." She turned and looked toward the water, which was too black to see.


"Know what else I'm thinking? You have a nice profile. Strong stubborn chin, dainty little upturned nose, high cheekbones. A perfect face, Jamie."


Jamie felt her throat tighten. For some reason she felt very sad. She felt bereft, as though something very important was missing in her life, and she'd only just realized it.


She had planned her future down to the last detail, and Max Holt had stepped into her life and made her question it for the first time. Max Holt, who thrived on taking chances and lived life on the very edge; Max, who would think nothing of picking up and leaving for a new adventure at the drop of a hat. Like her mother.


Jamie blinked back a tear and stared up at the night sky where stars winked back at her, bringing back memories of her youth. "This reminds me of when I was a Girl Scout," she said, trying to hide the emotion in her voice.


"You were a Girl Scout?"


"Does that surprise you?"


"Not really. I can see you going door to door threatening people to buy cookies."


She smiled while her eyes sought out the different constellations her father had taught her long ago. "Hey, I was a sweet little Girl Scout. Naive, too. I was probably the last Girl Scout to find out how babies are made." She paused. "I'm still pretty naive, I guess. Either that or I'm just plain dumb."


"What do you mean?"


Finally, she looked at him. And wished she hadn't. Max Holt was even more handsome with the fire casting shadows across his face and turning his hair an inky black. She could almost sense his desire, and it would be so easy to give in to it. But then what? She shoved the thought aside. "This whole business about missing tax dollars has me thinking," she said.


"Yeah?"


"I thought it was all a bunch of malarkey, even though people speculated about it now and then. I realize I didn't want to believe it because I was afraid people I grew up with and cared about were involved."


"We always want to think the best of people."


Jamie was quiet for a moment. Finally, she looked at him. "What was your family like?" she asked, realizing she was suddenly curious about him. She smiled. "I would imagine there was never a dull moment with Deedee around."


"Deedee and I weren't close because of our age difference. I was an accident, so to speak. A mistake, as far as my parents were concerned."


"Oh."


"Don't worry, I don't feel like a mistake. My enormous ego, as you refer to it, has convinced me I have too much to give to this world. But there was a time when I believed they were right.


"I was very fortunate. My cousin and his wife took me in when I was sixteen so I was raised in a loving home and given every opportunity to succeed. I had a lot more than most kids. There are times I miss the normalcy of that life."


"I would imagine it's hard for you to live a normal life under the circumstances. I mean you're so well-known."


"I try to maintain a low profile. That's why I keep my place in Virginia. It's fairly private."


"Max?"


"Yeah?"


"What's it like being so damn rich?"


He laughed. "I don't know, Jamie. I've never been poor so I have nothing to compare it to."


"Then you'll never be able to say you've lived a full life," she said laughingly. "You'll never know the humiliation of bouncing a check or having your credit card denied in front of your friends. What kind of life is that?"


"I'm lucky that somebody else pays my bills," he said, "but what you have to realize is, I don't think about money."


"Because you have so much of it?"


"No. Because rich people can get as obsessive about money as those who don't have a lot of it. If I sat around and worried about where every dime of my money went or whether I was investing it wisely, I wouldn't have time to enjoy my life. I just don't think about it."


Jamie couldn't imagine living without money problems because she'd always raked and scraped to keep her head above water, even when her father was alive.


"I try to do the best I can," Max went on. "I try to concentrate on doing the next right thing. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn't."


Jamie enjoyed hearing him talk. His voice was nice. It lulled her into a sense of well-being. A splash sounded near shore. Jamie shone her light in that direction.


"It's just a fish," Max said. "If you're feeling anxious you could always sit closer."


"I'm not afraid of a silly old fish."


"What are you afraid of?"


She looked at him, brow wrinkled.


"Let me guess," he said. "You are afraid of not knowing what tomorrow will bring. Am I right?"


It was uncanny the way he was able to read her. "I suppose you never worry."


"I'd be a liar if I told you I wasn't concerned about what's been going on, but I usually let tomorrow take care of itself."


Jamie yawned. "I'm beat. This has been a long day."


"Why don't you rest?"


She hesitated. "Yeah, right."


"I'm not sleepy. I'll let you know if the boogeyman shows up."


A few minutes later, Jamie settled herself on top of the blanket Max had laid on the ground, and she covered herself with the other one. Surprisingly enough, she was able to relax. She peered out at Max who continued to sit quietly by the fire. Even though he'd claimed he wasn't tired, she could see the fatigue around his eyes and mouth, and she realized he was staying awake and keeping watch. Once again, she felt a lump in her throat.


Was she making a mistake by marrying Phillip? Could it be that love offered more than security, companionship, and a warm body beside her at night? She had thought herself in love before, but it wasn't until Phillip came along that she began to take it seriously.


Phillip picked fresh flowers and brought them to her door because he'd read somewhere it was supposed to be more romantic than store bought. Phillip always saw that Jamie sat at her favorite table in the restaurant they frequented, sang in her ear when they danced close, and had offered to bail her out financially when he'd discovered how hard she was struggling to make ends meet.


But as Jamie drifted off to sleep, her last thoughts were not of Phillip but of Max.


Sometime during the night, Jamie awoke. "Max, are you asleep?"


He was lying beside her on the other blanket. "Just resting. Are you cold?"


"A little."


"Scoot closer. I'll share some body heat."


Jamie was only too happy to comply. She curled against him, seeking his warmth. It felt safe, even in a place filled with danger. She tried to soak in the feeling because it was the first time she could remember experiencing it full force. It amazed her that Max, the man who made her crazy by taking so many chances, provoked such feelings of comfort and security.


Suddenly, Max shivered.


"Are you cold, too?" she asked.


"No, I'm shivering for a different reason."


Oh, God, he was obviously feeling sexy, she thought. What to do, what to do? Jamie had to admit she was feeling sexy as well. Damn, she was lusting after Max Holt. Okay, that did not necessarily make her a bad person. She suspected every red-blooded female under the age of ninety would experience a feeling of desire lying next to a man like Max. She was no different, only that she had a good man who wanted to make her his wife and give her a normal home, emphasis on normal. What would Phillip think if he knew she was snuggled up against Max in the woods beside a gator-infested swamp?


She tried to pull back. "I don't think—"


"Try not to think right now, Jamie," he said.


She turned her face away.


Max rose up on one elbow. "I wish you'd stop running from me."


"I'm not—" She paused.


He put a finger beneath her chin and gently lifted her face to his. "I'm going to kiss you, Jamie. You can punch me in the jaw afterward if you like, but I think it'll be worth it."


She opened her mouth to reply, but it was too late. Max covered her mouth with his. All thinking ceased. It was as if someone had just reached inside her head, snatched her brain and tossed it aside, as if to say, "You won't be needing this right now." Her body went wacko, nerve endings jangling as loudly as the old pots and pans the junkman tied to his pickup truck as he bounced along the road looking through people's garbage piles. And what the heck was going on with her stomach? It felt like there were eight lords a-leaping inside, all of them wearing cleats with pointy toes. And that wasn't the worst of it. The worst of it was she was enjoying every minute of it.


Max slipped his tongue inside her mouth, and Jamie knew she was a goner. Instead of using her common sense, as she should have, Jamie pressed herself against his solid body, seeking more. If somebody had come along at that moment and told her she was engaged to another man she would have called them a liar because the last thing on her mind right then was Phillip Standish.


She pulled him closer.


He was hard as granite.


And she was hotter than a barbecue grill on the Fourth of July.


He slipped his knee between her thighs. She gasped and held her breath. Oh, double damn. She didn't try to stop him when he reached for the buttons on her blouse and undid them slowly. He pushed her bra away and touched her nipple with his tongue. It felt hot against the night air. She sighed as he tugged on it with his lips, and the sensation ran the full length of her and settled low in her belly. Even as he twirled his tongue around the nipple, his free hand massaged her other breast.


She opened her mouth to speak, but Max cut her off, planting his lips firmly on hers. He nibbled her bottom lip before slipping his tongue inside. Jamie felt as though she were sinking into the fragrant earth. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back, loving the taste and texture of his mouth. She ran her fingers through his hair as she had wanted to many times before, and it was just as thick and silky as she had suspected.


Jamie moaned and arched against him, even as Max raised his head and dropped soft kisses across her cheeks and forehead and finally her closed eyes.


He moved over her, pressing himself against her intimately. Jamie sucked in her breath.


Max pulled his head back after a moment. "Are you okay? You're not breathing."


"Huh?" She opened her eyes, blinked several times.


"Am I too heavy?"


"Uh, no."


"I want to make love to you, Jamie," he said, his face a fraction of an inch from hers. "I want to kiss you all over and bury myself deep inside of you."


"Then what?"


He looked confused. "Well, then I want to hold you warm and naked against me through the night."


Jamie searched his face, saw the passion. "But then what?" she repeated.


He shook his head as if to clear it. "I'm confused. I don't know how to answer that."


Of course he didn't know the answer. He didn't even understand the question. Common sense returned with the force of a bucket of cold water in the face.


* * * * *


"I'm telling you, something is very wrong," Deedee said, pacing the living room as Frankie and the other wrestlers sat quietly, each seemingly lost in thought. Tears welled in her eyes. "Max and Jamie could be seriously injured or worse for all we know."


"Calm down, sweetheart," Frankie said, reaching for her hand and squeezing it. "Lamar has every one of his men looking for Max's car. I'm sure he'll call soon."


"It's three o'clock in the morning!" Deedee said. "Lamar has been searching for four hours. This is not a big town."


Frankie's campaign manager, Aaron, handed her a handkerchief. He'd come for dinner and stayed when Max and Jamie hadn't shown up. "Your brother is smart," he said. "He can hold his own in any situation. Besides, as soon as Frankie's withdrawal from the mayoral race is announced, this should all die down."


"You're withdrawing from the race?" Deedee asked in disbelief.


"Isn't that what you wanted?"


She glanced away.


"I don't like this sitting around waiting," Snakeman said. "Me and the boys could go out on our own and look for them. We have cell phones so we can stay in contact."


Big John stood. "I'm ready when you are."


"I'm sorry you have to go through this," Frankie said to Deedee. "I would never have run for mayor if I'd known this sort of thing would happen."


"You should have talked to me before you made the decision to drop out," she replied. "I don't like that you're doing it for me, and I don't want people to see you as a quitter. If you believe you can do something about the corruption in this town, stay in the race. We need to know who's been trying to hurt us, Frankie."


Frankie and his manager exchanged looks. Aaron scooted toward the edge of his chair. "Mrs. Fontana, I would like to see Frankie stay in the race myself, but you're going to have to be prepared to go all the way with this. Things are probably going to get much worse before they get better."


Deedee hitched her chin high. "Frankie and me aren't quitters. Besides, my husband is good and honest, and he will clean up this town. We will work together."


Frankie took her hand, and the look on his face was filled with love. "I don't know what to say, Deedee."


"You're going to make a fine mayor, Frankie," she said, "and I'm going to be the best mayor's wife I can. If you care that much about this little town, so do I."


The portable phone on the coffee table rang, causing Deedee to jump. "Jeez!" She snatched it up and listened. "Are you sure?" she asked after a moment. "Okay, we're on our way." She hung up. "They've found Max's car. It's at the boat landing."


"Let's go," Frankie said.


Frankie, Deedee, and Aaron made the drive in record time. Lamar Tevis was on his car radio, and several deputies scouted the area. A few minutes later, Snakeman pulled up, followed by Big John and the Choker. Frankie filled them in.


Deedee climbed into Max's car while her husband and the others looked on. "Talk to me, Muffin," she said. "It's Deedee."


Snakeman looked at Frankie. "What's she doing?"


"Max created a computer with voice recognition," he said. "She keeps up with his every move."


Deedee waited for Muffin's response, but there was none. "Look, Muffin, Max has already told me how stubborn you are, but this is an emergency. Max is missing. I think he's in trouble."


"Deedee Fontana?" a voice said from an unseen speaker.


"Yeah, it's me."


Big John and Choker stepped closer to the car.


"I have a question for you, Deedee," Muffin said. "You once broke into Max's cousin's house looking for a piece of jewelry. What was it called?"


"You mean my Stargio?"


"What exactly is a Stargio?"


Deedee looked at Frankie and shrugged her shoulders as if confused.


"I think Muffin wants to make sure it's really you," Frankie whispered.


"Oh." Deedee looked at the dashboard. "The Stargio was a piece of jewelry specifically designed for a dress I'd planned to wear to the ambassador's ball. I broke into Max's house and set off all his alarms. I'm lucky I wasn't tossed into the slammer, but the cops were used to me setting off Max's alarms."


"Nice to meet you, Deedee," Muffin said. "Tell me about Max."


"He's been missing since this afternoon."


"Miss Swift is with him," Muffin said. It was more a statement than a question.


"Yeah."


"Oh, damn."


Big John nudged Snakeman. "It cusses. I've never heard a computer cuss."


"I specifically warned Max not to go through with it," Muffin said. "He has put himself and Miss Swift in serious danger."


"Where is he?" Deedee asked.


"They borrowed a boat so they could visit a man called Swamp Dog."


"Swamp Dog!" Deedee shrieked. "You can't be serious. He's supposed to be some kind of murdering sleazebag lunatic."


"Have you contacted the police department?"


"Yes. They're here now."


"I can arrange a rescue team," Muffin said.


She was quiet for a few minutes. "I've lined up a chopper, but they can't start searching until daybreak."


Deedee sounded surprised. "You did it that fast?"


"I have to work fast when it comes to your brother. The minute you see Max, tell him I have the information he asked for. By the way, are you still having hot flashes?"


Deedee blinked. "As a matter of fact, I am. Everybody thinks I'm menopausal."


"You're too young for that."


Deedee shot a look at Frankie. "Yeah, I know."


"Still, I might be able to help you."


Deedee glanced in the direction of the men. "Excuse me, gentlemen, this is a private conversation." She closed the door and locked it. "Okay, Muffin, I'm listening."


* * * * *


A regal Annabelle Standish stood at the wet bar in the study of her Georgian mansion and poured her best brandy into two snifters. She wore a satin dressing gown and bedroom slippers, but her hair and makeup looked as fresh as it had when she'd walked out of the house that morning. At fifty-seven, her face was as smooth as a thirty-year-old's, thanks to the daily beauty regimen she followed, which included a brisk walk each morning after her first cup of coffee. Her husband had been dead a good ten years now, but she had never remarried. She filled her days with luncheons and dinner parties and, of course, her charity work.


She handed one of the brandy snifters to Phillip. "Are you okay?"


He didn't respond. Instead, he raised his glass to his lips and drained it.


"That's an insult to good brandy, Phillip. You're supposed to sip it slowly. One would think you'd been raised on Wild Turkey."


"What time is it?" he asked, obviously ignoring her.


"It's only ten minutes later than the last time you asked." Annabelle's look softened. "Why don't you try to rest? I'll listen for the telephone."


"I should have made Jamie stay here. I should have insisted."


"It wouldn't have done any good, Phillip. That girl has a mind of her own, and there's no budging her once she makes a decision. I can't complain, though, because I'm just like her. What I don't understand is why she spends so much time with that Fontana woman."


"They're best friends."


Annabelle sniffed. "Well, once I introduce her into nice society, Jamie will make new friends, Lord help us."


"Stop acting like a snob, Mother. Frankie and Deedee Fontana are fine people."


"Well, I know that, son, but they aren't—" She paused.


"Up to snuff?" Phillip said.


"That's not at all what I meant."


"You know what your problem is, Mother?" he said. "You do everything you can to help the less fortunate, but your standards are way up there when it comes to choosing your friends and acquaintances."


"You're being unfair to me, Phillip. I care just as much about this town as your friend Frankie Fontana. The only difference is I was making progress long before he showed up with his redheaded wife and built that god-awful house that I don't mind telling you is an embarrassment to this town. Wouldn't surprise me if that wife of his wallpapered it in red satin. That's what happens when people have more money than they do common sense. I only hope she'll try to tone down that hair before the wedding." Annabelle took a sip of her drink. "Speaking of that family, what do you know about this Max Holt person other than what we've read in the newspaper?"


Phillip stood and walked toward the wet bar where he poured another drink. "I'm having trouble getting a fix on the guy. He's very private. I know he's assisting Frankie in the tax-fund investigation, but that's about all I know."


"Well, he spends entirely too much time with Jamie, if you ask me. It doesn't look good for an engaged woman to be in the company of another man. Won't be long before the rumors start flying." She sniffed. "The fact they're both missing is certain to start tongues wagging."


"I'm more concerned about Jamie's safety right now than I am local gossip," Phillip said. "Besides, I trust Jamie."


"Well, of course you do. It's not Jamie I'm worried about. Mr. Holt has quite a reputation with the ladies from what I understand. I fear he'll take advantage of her.


"I hope she settles down after your marriage," Annabelle continued. "Perhaps I can get her involved in my work."


"Jamie will never give up that newspaper," Phillip replied. "She's determined to make it what it was when her grandfather ran it. Before her father made a mess of everything."


Annabelle looked thoughtful. "She might sell if somebody offered her enough money."


"I see the gears turning in your head already, Mother. You need to stay out of it and let Jamie do what she likes best."


"You don't understand, son. There is nothing more satisfying than helping someone in need. The Standish women have never worked for a paycheck. We don't need the money, and it won't look right for your wife to be working sixty hours a week. Folks will think you can't take care of her. Of course that will be an unnecessary consideration if she decides to take up with this Max fellow."


Phillip gave a weary sigh. "Go to bed, Mother, before you give yourself a migraine. I'll worry about Jamie."


* * * * *


Jamie was awakened by a sound far off in the distance. A helicopter. No doubt, it was searching for them. She sat up. Max was in the process of covering the fire with dirt. He looked pensive.


The chopper grew closer. Without a word, Jamie stood and tried to brush the wrinkles from her clothes. She shook her blanket and folded it. They were being rescued. So why was she feeling sad?


"Uh, Max?"


He looked up. "Yeah?"


It was impossible to read his expression. Jamie wondered what he was thinking. "About last night."


"You didn't do anything wrong, Jamie. I started the whole thing. Forget it."


"Forget it? Is that all you have to say?"


He stood and walked closer. "You've got your entire life mapped out to the nth degree. You've obviously thought it through carefully, and I respect that." He sighed and wiped his hand down his face. "I need to finish the job I started and go home."


Jamie nodded. Max was being noble. It was the right thing to do, and he was doing it. No doubt he'd spent much of the night thinking about it, just as she had. "Yes," she agreed. "It is the right thing to do."
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The pilot set the chopper down near the boat landing. Max and Jamie waited until the blades stopped turning before they climbed out. Deedee was the first to greet them.


"I've been worried sick," she said, hugging Jamie, then Max. "Eeyeuuw, you guys smell like swamp water."


Jamie saw Phillip, waiting, the relief in his eyes palpable. She went to him. He hugged her tightly against him. "I haven't slept all night for worrying about you," he said. "You don't know what a relief it was when Lamar called and said you were okay. But why in God's name would you go out to Swamp Dog's place?"


Jamie knew he was still upset over the fact she'd been missing. "Two attempts were made on my life, Phillip. Deedee and Frankie's house was set on fire. You were there to witness it. What do you expect me to do, just look the other way and end up with a bullet in my back?"


"That's why we have the law, Jamie. You have absolutely no business getting involved in an investigation. When did you become a cop?"


She touched his cheek. "I'm safe, Phillip. Let's talk about it later."


"I'm sorry. You look exhausted. I'll bet you didn't sleep a wink last night."


"Actually, I slept better than I thought I would. Max kept watch so I could rest."


"Let's go home," Deedee said. "We're all exhausted. I don't know about the rest of you, but I need a nap, and Max and Jamie are probably starving."


"Actually, Jamie caught enough fish for a small army," Max said.


Phillip looked from one to the other. "Sounds like a scene straight out of Robinson Crusoe. I never knew my bride-to-be was so adventuresome."


Jamie gave him an odd look. "What's wrong with you?" she whispered.


Phillip pulled her aside. "What's going on with you two? How's it going to look to everybody that you spent the night with Max Holt? I understand he's quite the legend when it comes to women."


"We had no choice," Jamie said. "Our boat capsized. I was more concerned about staying alive than I was what the gossipmongers might say."


"I swear, Jamie, you do the strangest things."


She was losing her patience with him. "Someone tried to kill me, Phillip. Don't you get it? Does it seem so odd to you that I might want to find out who that person is?" She realized she was shouting.


"That's Lamar's job."


"I could be dead and buried before Lamar finds anything."


"I'm going to be your husband. It's up to me to see that you're safe."


"Then work with me instead of against me."


He wiped his brow. "This is not a good time for us to talk," he said. "I haven't slept all night, and for all I knew you were dead. I need time to calm down, I guess. I'll call you later." He climbed into his Mercedes and pulled away.


Jamie watched the car disappear around the bend. When she looked up she found Max standing there. "Looks like you need a ride," he said.


They climbed into Max's car after agreeing to meet the others back at the house.


"Good morning, Muffin," Max said as soon as the bars had closed over them. "Did you miss me?"


"It's about time you got back," she said in a terse voice. "I was so worried I almost rebooted my system. Did you meet Swamp Dog?"


"Yeah. I'm thinking of fixing you up with him."


"I'm not in the mood for your jokes, Max. Besides, I'm involved with a laptop at MIT, but every time we get into a really good chat you beep me, and I have to brush him off. Which proves I'm not supposed to have any sort of personal life. Your staff is worried about you. They think I'm not doing my job. That doesn't look good for me."


"Tell them I'm okay, and there's nothing to worry about."


"I'm doing so as we speak. I have to tell you, Max, there's too much stress in this job. I should give my notice. I want to work for someone who lives a normal life."


"Nobody is normal, Muffin. Besides, you'd get bored. What do you have for me?"


"So it's business as usual," she said.


"Okay, I'm sorry I caused you to worry."


She sighed. "From now on I'm keeping my personal feelings to myself. I don't care if you want to roller-skate naked down Mount Everest, you got that? Just don't tell me about it ahead of time."


"The information, Muffin."


"Does the name Harlan Rawlins mean anything to you?"


"Sounds familiar."


"He's a big-time tent revivalist from Tennessee."


"I don't attend many tent revivals, but now that I think of it, I've read about him."


"Harlan was one of several who put in a bid for your television network."


"My broker handled the sale."


"Harlan has a huge following, and from what I gather he's a fanatic. Crazy, too."


"Aren't most fanatics?"


"Anyway, seems he wasn't happy that you chose to sell the network to someone else. He was counting on using it for his ministry so he could spread the good word."


"He has that kind of money?"


"Like I said, he put in a bid, but your broker sold it to an educational company instead so Rawlins lost out. I hear some of his followers are big on grudges."


"Just how big is this ministry?"


"We're talking hundreds of thousands of people. He comes off as this small-town minister who's barely making ends meet. He uses fear tactics on his congregation. You know, fire and brimstone and all that. He's got a radio spot three days a week, including Sunday. I listened to one of his so-called sermons yesterday. It would give children nightmares."


"Other than that, why is he scary?"


"He's got friends in bad places."


"How bad?"


"Mob connections. And that means professional hit men."


Max was thoughtful. "If that's the case it would explain the type of weapon used at the Gazette, but it doesn't explain Frankie's threats."


"These guys could be playing mind games. There's another possibility. Maybe they're using Frankie's political aspirations to throw off suspicion."


Max and Jamie exchanged looks. "Have you found anything out about the missing tax funds?"


"Max, the people who run this town are shady. It's a good-old-boy system, as we suspected. Before city council approves a contract for a new building or park, they set requirements so that only one or two people can possibly meet their standards."


"You're saying it doesn't matter if a bid is overpriced because they're going to give the job to someone in the loop."


"Precisely."


"Have you been able to find out who's on the take?"


"I've checked bank accounts. Everything looks normal. I don't know where the money is going, but it's going somewhere."


"Out of the country probably."


"Deedee mentioned there are three wrestlers staying with them," Muffin said. "How well do you know them and what are they doing there?"


"I've known them since I was a kid. I think they are mostly there for emotional support, but I wouldn't be surprised if they decided to offer their own brand of security."


"We have to consider every possibility," Muffin said.


"Listen, I need a favor—"


"Yeah, yeah, yeah," she grumbled. "What is it this time?"


"What's wrong with you?"


"What's wrong with me? Did it ever occur to you to say thank you for what I've done thus far? My job isn't easy, you know. You get to sleep at night, I don't. I have to work double time to keep up with you. I'm tired, Max."


"Not to mention irritable."


"You should try sitting in this hot car all day. The least you could do—" She paused and sniffed. "Is park it in the shade."


Max and Jamie exchanged looks. "Are you crying, for Pete's sake?" he asked.


"No." Her voice broke.


"Yes you are."


"You've upset her, Max," Jamie said.


"Jamie's right. I need my space, Max. I never have time to myself."


"Jeez, Muffin, I can't believe what I'm hearing."


"Believe it. You don't appreciate me. You never ask me how I'm doing or whether I've had a good day. You leave me baking in the hot sun all day, and you make one demand after another. I'm sick of it. Here you are, this big-shot multimillionaire living the good life, Mr. Big Shot Super Genius, and I'm stuck here all day, waiting for my next assignment. Everybody thinks you're brilliant. I never get any credit."


"She's right, Max," Jamie said. "You could act a little more appreciative."


Max sat there, obviously stymied. "I created her, Jamie. She has a memory bank so vast that she can be fed up-to-date information around the clock. I made her what she is today."


"And he never fails to remind me," Muffin said.


"What do you want, Muf?" he asked.


"You could turn the air conditioner on high for starters. I'm so hot it feels like all my wires are going to melt."


"Have you been talking to Deedee?"


"Yes. I'm the only one who would listen to the poor woman. I'm the only one who'll take the time to research her condition. She's in perimenopause and nobody seems to care. You don't know what that does to a woman's hormones."


Max shook his head sadly and turned to Jamie. "She's obviously processed everything Deedee said, just as she processes what my staff and I feed into her. She has also adopted some of Deedee's quirks, and now she thinks she's having hot flashes."


"I am having hot flashes," Muffin said.


"I'll have to reprogram her," Max whispered to Jamie, "but I don't have time right now."


"Stop talking about me like I'm not here," Muffin snapped.


"Tell you what, Muf," he said. "I promise to be more considerate in the future."


Silence.


"And I'm sorry, okay? From now on I'll try to park you in the shade."


She sniffed. "Thank you, Max."


* * * * *


The arrived back at the house, and Max was glad to see more security personnel in place. While Jamie talked to Vera and Mike Henderson on the telephone, Max met with Frankie and security chief Tim Duncan.


"Wanted to let you know I've hired a few more security people in case you see some new faces," Duncan said.


Max smiled. "I'm surprised you were able to find additional men considering we've got a small army surrounding this property and several others at the newspaper. I assume you ran a check on everybody."


"They're clean."


The butler knocked and stepped inside, wearing his usual overcoat. "Excuse me, Mr. Fontana, but there is, uh, a person here to see Mr. Holt."


"Who is it?" Max asked.


"He wouldn't give me his name, and I didn't press. I hesitated inviting him in."


"I'll be right back," Max said. He understood the butler's reluctance as soon as he opened the front door. Swamp Dog stood on the other side, surrounded by half a dozen security personnel. Max arched both brows high on his forehead. "I'm surprised to see you here."


Swamp Dog regarded the security guards with a look of contempt. "Get lost," he said.


Max nodded at the men. "It's okay." He waited until they were gone before speaking. "What can I do for you?"


"I'm here to talk about your job offer."


Max led the man into the study and introduced him to Frankie and Duncan. Both men looked stunned. "Swamp Dog will be working with us," Max said.


"I work alone," Swamp Dog replied. "I come and go as I please, and I don't take orders from no one. Anyone gives me shit, I cut their gizzard out and feed it to 'em."


"Yes, well, that sounds fair," Frankie said, eyeing Max. "What will you need to get started?" he asked.


Swamp Dog pulled a .47 Magnum from the waistband of his jeans, and a hunting knife from one boot. The thin blade flashed in the morning light. "This ought to do it. Now, where can I grab some grub? I don't work on an empty stomach."


Frankie called for the butler who was waiting nearby. "Please take Mister, uh, take our guest into the kitchen and see that the cook feeds him."


Once they were alone, Duncan turned to Max. "Are you sure this guy is safe? Looks like he wouldn't have trouble putting a hole in his mother's head while she slept."


"You might keep an eye on him," was all Max said.


Frankie buried his head in his hands. "I'm going along with you on this one, Max, even though I have my doubts. But we can't let Deedee see him." He'd barely gotten the words out of his mouth before a shriek sounded from the kitchen.


"Eeeyeuw!" Deedee cried loud enough to shatter glass. "Who are you?"


Frankie shook his head sadly. "Too late."


* * * * *


An hour later, once they'd showered and downed a few cups of coffee, Max and Jamie climbed inside his car and headed for the newspaper office. The perplexed look on Jamie's face told him she'd seen Swamp Dog as well.


"I don't like it, Max. I don't trust the guy one bit."


"Relax," he said. "I know what I'm doing."


Muffin spoke. "Max, turn on the damn air conditioner."


He did as she asked. "Still having hot flashes?"


Muffin grunted. "I'm so hot I'm afraid I'm going to cause the engine to overheat."


"Sorry to hear it, Muffin," Jamie said. "Too bad you can't go on hormone replacement therapy." She looked at Max and shook her head. "I don't believe I said that."


He smiled. "Muffin, you're just the person I need to talk to."


"What now?"


"I want the names of this town's city officials. All of them, including the city manager and the auditor. When you get that, run a complete background check on them."


"I've already started."


"Thanks. You got anything on Hodges or that preacher yet?"


"I'm concentrating on Hodges right now since he seems to be our immediate concern, but you know what it's like to breach military firewalls. I'll get back to you when I have something."


When Jamie and Max arrived at the newspaper office they found the building under renovation, inside and out. The large window in front had been replaced and men on ladders were filling cracks in the concrete. Inside, it was much the same.


Vera looked up from her battered computer. She glared at Jamie. "If you weren't a grown woman I would take you over my knee and give you the beating of your life."


"Good morning, Vera."


"Don't 'good morning' me. I didn't get a wink of sleep last night after Lamar called me. Have you lost your mind, going off like that to find some lunatic killer in the middle of the swamp?" She looked at Max. "I would have expected something like this from Jamie, what with her being so flighty and irresponsible—"


"Flighty and irresponsible?" Jamie squeaked.


"But I would never have expected it from you," Vera told Max.


"I didn't want to do it," he said, "but Jamie threatened to go alone."


Jamie's jaw dropped open as she snapped her head his way. Her irritation flared when she noted one corner of his mouth twitch. "Why, you—"


"Don't even try it," Vera said. "After what you've put me through the last thing I'm going to tolerate is foul language." She snatched up several pink slips. "Would you like your telephone messages before you go traipsing off to Lord-knows-where?"


Jamie was still tossing dark looks in Max's direction as she took the slips from Vera. "I'll be in my office," she said.


"You can't go in your office, the painters are working in there."


"I'll work in the conference room. Alone."


"They're working in there, as well."


"Damn. Well, where the heck am I supposed to work?"


Vera held up the kitty. "Twenty-five cents, please."


"Allow me," Max said, reaching into his pocket for a coin.


"No way," Jamie said. "I'll pay out of my own damn pocket. Oh, double damn, I—" She slapped her hand over her mouth.


"You're up to seventy-five cents now," Vera said. "If I were you I'd consider keeping my mouth shut."


"This is the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard of," Jamie snapped, digging through her wallet for the money. "I'm a grown woman, and I'll say what I please." She handed Vera a dollar bill. "Don't forget to credit me a quarter."


Vera stuffed the money through a slit in the plastic top covering a coffee can. "The painters say it'll take a week or so to paint the entire building, what with all the patching and scraping they have to do. They're going to do the interior painting at night so we won't have to close, but we'll probably have to keep all of the windows open. It's going to be hot as Hades around here."


"Go ahead and purchase as many fans as you like," Max said. He looked at Jamie. "We don't need to hang around anyway. We've got other business to tend to."


"Like what?" Jamie and Vera echoed.


"We need to visit city hall."


"You can't just walk into city hall and start asking for documents," Jamie said.


"Yes, but your fiance can."


They climbed into the car a few minutes later.


"I've got some information for you, Max," Muffin said.


"Let's hear it."


"The city mostly uses Beaumont Savings and Loan. Obviously the original loan officer didn't have much faith in how the local government was running things because he charged the city a high rate. Sounds like he thought it was risky. Once a new board of directors were elected, the rate dropped."


"Who's on the board?"


"Pretty much the same people who sit on city council. No conflict of interest there, right? And the firm who handles the city's legal contracts is Standish and Moss."


"Phillip does it pro bono," Jamie said proudly. "The Standishes have always been generous. His mother is on a committee that raises money for charitable causes. She doesn't do it for money. Heck, she doesn't need money."


"Obviously not," Muffin replied. "She charges an annual salary of one dollar. I'm going to have to check them out, Jamie," she added.


Jamie stiffened. "How about me? Are you checking me out as well?"


"Of course not, but I have to look into the people who run things in this town." She paused. "Phillip and his family are among them. As is the city manager who had done time. Five years for tax fraud."


"You're not serious," Jamie said. "Why, he's a member of—"


"Beaumont Baptist Church," Muffin supplied. "Actually, he's a deacon. What people don't know is he received a dishonorable discharge in the service."


"How did you find out all of this?" Jamie asked.


"I've searched military and prison files."


"Isn't that classified information?"


"Sometimes we have to break a few rules," she said.


"Only if it's for a good cause," Max added.


"But surely the government has high security. Otherwise they'd have people tapping into their computers getting anything they wanted. You could go to prison for this."


"Not likely," Muffin said.


Max hesitated. "Jamie, I used to be somewhat of a hacker."


"And a damn good one at that," Muffin added. "There are only a couple of people in the entire world who are capable of breaking through the kind of firewalls we're talking about, and you're looking at one of them."


"Where are the others?"


"They're both in federal prison," Muffin said.


Jamie gaped at Max. "And you're not. Why?"


He shrugged. "I sort of promised the government I'd stop doing it."


"But you haven't."


"It's like this," Muffin said. "A lot of people owe Max favors."


"I don't think I want to know," Jamie said. "I don't want to go to prison for being an accomplice. Vera has told me what sort of thing goes on behind prison bars, and I don't think I'd last twenty-four hours."


"Vera needs to stop filling your head with all that nonsense," Max said. "I'm surprised you listen to her."


Jamie looked hurt. "She's like a mother to me. Who do you think helped me pick out my first, uh, bra? Who do you think told me the facts of life?"


He grinned. "I thought you learned all that in the backseat at the drive-in."


"Very funny, Max."


"I'm teasing. I know you and Vera are close."


"Besides, I need to know all there is to know about prison life," Jamie said, "because you might just end up in one."


"The secret of my success is that I employ the best attorneys money can buy. Speaking of attorneys, here we are." Max pulled into the parking lot of Phillip's law office. "I see Prince Charming's car is here."


"Could you please try to be nice to Phillip?" Jamie asked.


He looked surprised. "I'm always nice."


"You tend to goad him at times."


"I can't help it if he's feeling insecure about the upcoming nuptials. Maybe he's having second thoughts. I know I would if my fiancee spent the night with another man."


"We didn't spend the night together. Not the way you mean."


"It got pretty hot under that blanket, Swifty."


"Oh, God," Muffin said. "You guys didn't do it, did you?"


"Of course not!" Jamie snapped.


"Only because I refused to go all the way with her," Max replied. "I'm telling you, Muffin, she was begging for it."


Jamie narrowed her eyes. "You are despicable. I was feeling scared and vulnerable and you took advantage of the situation."


"I just want to make sure nobody got laid," Muffin said. "Jamie, you're engaged, and you have absolutely no business sleeping beneath a blanket with the likes of Max."


"The circumstances were unusual, Muffin," Jamie said, wondering why she felt the need to defend herself to Max's computer. "It definitely won't happen again."


Someone knocked on the window and Jamie looked up. She felt a sinking sensation at the sight of Annabelle Standish. "Oh, Lord," she moaned, despite the smile she forced to her face. She opened the door and climbed out. "Annabelle, what a surprise!"


"Jamie Swift, I should take you out to the woodshed after what you did. I didn't get a wink of sleep. What do you mean running after some madman in the middle of the swamp? My son is still in shock. Now, be a good girl and give me a hug."


Jamie hugged the woman tightly. As always Annabelle looked as though she had just stepped out of an expensive salon. Her clothes were perfect, not a wrinkle to be found anywhere. "I'm sorry I caused you to worry. I thought—"


"I know what you thought. You thought you could go out there and solve the case without the help of law enforcement. You could have been killed, young lady. I demand that you put a stop to this nonsense and start concentrating on your wedding."


Max walked around the car and stood there quietly.


"You must be the famous Max Holt," Annabelle said, although she didn't look the least bit impressed. "I would appreciate it if you'd refrain from taking my future daughter-in-law on all these wild, life-threatening excursions."


"Nice to meet you, Mrs. Standish," Max said, offering his hand. "I've heard a lot of wonderful things about you and what you've done for this town."


"Yes, well, I do what I can, but I can't be every place at once. I need someone like Jamie working with me."


Jamie decided a change of subject was in order. "Have you been visiting Phillip this morning?"


"I peeked in on him, but he had a client. All I needed was to have a paper notarized. Honey, we have to get together as soon as we can to discuss some of the wedding details. I know you think we have plenty of time, but September will be here before you know it, and there are so many parties to plan. Not to mention bridal showers."


"Bridal showers?"


"Well, of course, dear. You need to bring your calendar to the house so we can plan the various events. There are at least a dozen dinner parties planned for you and Phillip by our dear friends. But first we must have a party of our own to introduce you to everyone. You can't imagine how anxious people are to meet you." She glanced at her diamond wristwatch. "Oh, my, I'm ten minutes late for an appointment. Do you see my car or my driver?"


Jamie glanced around the parking lot and saw a uniformed man waiting beside Annabelle's limo near the alley. "There he is," she said. "Probably not easy trying to fit a limousine in such a small parking lot."


Annabelle waved the man over. "Listen, Jamie, why don't you pack a couple of bags and stay at the house for a few days. Just until this awful business blows over. I'd feel better knowing you're close."


"I'd like to, Annabelle, but my friend Deedee is going through a difficult time right now. I need to be there for her."


Annabelle didn't look pleased with her reply. "Yes, well, you have your own mind, and I'm not one to try and change it." She looked at Max. "It was nice meeting you, Mr. Holt. How much longer are you planning to stay?"


Jamie blushed. It was obvious Annabelle wanted him gone.


"Long enough to figure out who's skimming money from the taxpayers," he said.


Annabelle stiffened. "I'm as interested as you are about the misappropriation of tax funds, Mr. Holt, but please try to remember some of that money is going to a good cause. I fight tooth and nail for the small pittance I get to fund desperately needed shelters for battered women and children, as well as my new Help Center. How do you think these people are able to eat or keep warm in the winter? And I have to pay people to work at these places."


"The figure I'm hearing is twenty million dollars in four years, Mrs. Standish," Max said. "That's a lot of money for a small town, don't you think?"


"Everyone should pay their share, Mr. Holt. I certainly pay mine."


"You're going to need more shelters, then," he said, "because people are losing their homes and cars every day due to increased property taxes. Besides, don't the people who work at your centers donate their time?"


"That's beside the point. I still have overhead. You'll have to join me for tea before you head home, Mr. Holt. You and I seem to share the same concerns for this town. You could give me a few ideas."


Annabelle kissed Jamie on the cheek and made her promise to call as soon as possible. She shook hands with Max and started for her car.


Max and Jamie watched the car drive away. "I think that went fairly well," he said.


Jamie sighed. "You managed to get a few barbs in so I know you're pleased as punch." She looked at the building. "I don't know if I can go through with this. Phillip wasn't really happy with me last time we spoke." Nevertheless, she made her way to the front door.


She and Max waited in the lobby briefly while Phillip's secretary notified him of their arrival. Max glanced through a magazine while Jamie paced.


"Relax," he said. "Phillip is just jealous because you're hanging out with me. I'd be jealous of me too, if I were him."


"Could you please reel in your ego and stuff it into your big mouth?" Jamie said sweetly, although she was grinding her molars as she spoke.


Max tossed the magazine aside and leaned closer. "Listen, Swifty, I won't say anything about last night if you won't."


Jamie's face flamed, just as Phillip stepped into the waiting area. He stopped short at the sight of her. "Jamie, what's wrong? Your face is all red and splotchy. Are you ill?"


"I, uh—"


"Would you like a glass of water, Miss Swift?" the receptionist asked.


What Jamie wanted to do was punch Max in the face. "I just got a little overheated, I think." She groaned inwardly at the thought of how Max would take her words. "The heat outside is miserable."


"Would you care to step into my office?" Phillip asked.
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Phillip waited until Max and Jamie were seated before he took his place behind his desk and looked over at Jamie. "You probably think I haven't taken these threats seriously, but I have. I just didn't want to let on and alarm you. I've been riding Lamar hard and heavy every day since someone put bullets through your window, but he seems more concerned about rescheduling his fishing trip. I offered to hire one of the best private investigators in the country, but Lamar was clearly insulted."


"You didn't tell me."


"Like I said, I didn't want to frighten you. I'm at my wit's end, here. We can't afford to offend Lamar; we need his full cooperation. At the same time we can't afford to just sit back and wait for this person to strike again."


"Do you think Lamar is trying to cover for someone?" Max asked.


Phillip shook his head. "He's not the type to take bribes. He's as honest as the day is long."


"How about his deputies?"


Phillip shrugged. "They seem like a loyal bunch, but I don't know them personally." His gaze shifted to Jamie. "I think I should hire the investigator anyway and not tell Lamar."


"Not a good idea," she said. "You can't sneeze in this town without somebody hearing about it. Lamar would find out, and that would make things worse." She looked at Max. "Lamar can be prideful and stubborn."


"I can't just sit here and do nothing," Phillip said, raising his voice.


"You could help us," Max said.


This time Phillip looked surprised. "Name it."


"I'd like to talk to the city auditor. Go over the books."


"That would be Benson Grimby," Phillip said. "He's on vacation. But I may be able to fix you up with his assistant." He thumbed through his Rolodex, picked up the phone, and dialed a number. "Alexa, this is Phillip. I need a big favor." He explained the situation. "You can go over there now," he told Max as soon as he hung up. He looked at Jamie. "Are you free for breakfast or do you plan to go over, as well?"


Jamie looked at Max.


"I'll be fine," Max said, getting up. "I'm sure you'd rather go to breakfast with your fiance than sift through a bunch of old documents."


Jamie didn't argue. She and Max had reached an understanding after what had happened the night before. Or maybe Max was planning to do some snooping around on Phillip as well, and didn't want her to know.


She smiled at Phillip. "Would you drop me off at my house afterward so I can pick up my car?"


"Certainly."


"Then I'm all yours."


Max nodded and left.


Ten minutes later, Jamie and Phillip selected a booth at the Downtown Cafe. Jamie didn't eat breakfast as a rule, but she ordered a blueberry muffin and a cup of coffee and watched in awe as Phillip downed a stack of pancakes. "Good thing you work out every day," she said.


"I'd like to give you a workout," he responded, giving her a soulful look.


"Soon," she promised.


He met her gaze. "I had a reason for asking you to breakfast, Jamie. I want you to come away with me." She opened her mouth to speak, but he held his hand up. "Now, before you start arguing, let me finish. You need to get out of town for a while, that much is obvious. We could go ahead and get married and take a long honeymoon."


"Annabelle would be livid."


"She'll get over it. And start hounding us for a grandchild, of course. It's always going to be something."


Jamie hesitated. When Phillip had proposed, she'd thought she would finally have the life she'd craved for so many years. But what if Phillip were somehow involved in the missing tax dollars? Not that she really believed it; after all, he was a good man. But she wanted to know in her heart that he was completely innocent. "I just don't feel right going off and leaving my best friend," she said.


"Frankie will protect Deedee, and I'll protect you. After all, I'm going to be your husband."


"I have a newspaper to run."


"And you've got a managing editor to do it."


"Mike? That's a lot of responsibility."


"How will he ever learn if you're going to keep him tied to your apron strings?" He sat back in the booth. "We could tie up all our loose ends and be out of here by nightfall," Phillip said.


"What about your clients?"


"My secretary will just rearrange my schedule. I don't make a habit of canceling appointments. I don't think any of my clients will fire me for getting married and going on a honeymoon."


Jamie shifted in her seat. "This is not a good time, Phillip. I've got security guards in my building because of the shooting. What would my staff think if I just hightailed it out of town without so much as a farewell?"


"They'd think you were in love and couldn't wait to be my wife."


"And I have to think of Deedee. She has always been there for me, Phillip. She's not handling this thing well. I'm afraid she's going to end up leaving Frankie."


"Jamie, would you listen to yourself?" he said. "What does any of this have to do with us getting married?"


She could only look back at him in silence.


"I'm beginning to feel like you don't want to marry me at all." He paused and studied her. "Is it Max Holt? Are you in love with him?"


"Of course not. I barely know the man."


"But you're with him a lot."


"You know he's my partner."


"You don't have to spend twenty-four hours a day with him. Don't you realize how that must look to other people? It's probably all over town by now that you spent the night with him out in the swamps."


Suddenly, Jamie understood. "Annabelle has been talking to you, hasn't she?" That explained Annabelle's rude behavior toward Max that afternoon.


"My mother is concerned, yes. She doesn't want you to be hurt by all the gossip."


"Are you concerned about it?"


"I've never paid attention to gossip and you know it. But when people start bad-mouthing the woman I'm going to marry I naturally become upset."


"I'm sorry if I've embarrassed you, Phillip. I'm sure this isn't the first time you've had to defend me to your mother."


"What's that supposed to mean?"


"Meaning she thinks you're marrying beneath yourself." Jamie felt ashamed the minute she said it. Annabelle had always treated her like one of the family.


Phillip glanced down at his coffee cup. "It's no secret my mother can be a bit of a snob at times, but she has always defended you."


"Defended me?" Jamie asked in surprise.


"Perhaps 'defend' is the wrong word." He wiped his forehead. "Shit, I wish I hadn't said that. I don't even know what I'm saying."


Jamie's feelings were hurt, but she was good at hiding them. She knew people had speculated about her family for years, the fact her mother had run out on her, and her father was emotionally ill and unable to work the last few years of his life. Kids in school had called Jamie's mother all sorts of names, long before Jamie had understood what they meant. There would be those who would question Annabelle about her son's decision to marry someone who didn't come from a good family. And Annabelle, who could trace her blue blood back to the beginning of time, would feel compelled to make excuses for her future daughter-in-law.


"It's okay, Phillip," Jamie said softly. "I know I wouldn't have been your mother's first choice. I'm sorry if my past embarrasses her or you."


"Don't be ridiculous, I'm proud to be engaged to you. My mother is ecstatic."


The waitress dropped their check on the table and walked away quietly, as if sensing she'd come at a bad moment. "I've explained the reasons I can't go away with you," Jamie said. "I was hoping you'd understand. Perhaps when this is all over."


"Then my hands are tied," he said. "You refuse to come to my place so I can look after you, and you won't go away with me. I don't know what else I can do." Phillip pulled out several bills and placed them on the check. "I have to go back to work now." He left her sitting there.


Jamie ordered another cup of coffee and pulled out a cigarette. She took a puff and sighed. Then, she stabbed it against the ashtray and left.


* * * * *


Max barely had time to glance at the stack of retirement magazines before the door opened to the auditor's assistant's office. Alexa Sanders stared at Max for a full minute before saying anything. She was a forty-something, plus-size woman in a black dress with a fuchsia scarf. Her dark hair curled under at the ends, barely touching her shoulder.


She swallowed. "I almost fell on the floor when Phillip called me and said you were on your way over. I've never met a celebrity. How can I help you, Mr. Holt?"


He stood. "Call me Max. And you are Alexa Sanders, the lady who runs city hall." He held up the magazine. "And much too young to be reading this."


She looked pleased. "I read Cosmo. But we have a few old geezers in the back who pore over this magazine like it holds the secret to life." She rolled her eyes. "My boss being one of them, I might add."


Max smiled. "That old, huh?"


"Not to mention senile. I spend most of my time going behind him and cleaning up his mess. I'm talking too much, aren't I? I'm nervous, that's all. Not used to being around famous people. I'll bet you know Donald Trump personally. And Ted Turner," she added. "I heard you once dated Sandra Bullock."


"You're too smart to believe the tabloids, Alexa." He glanced around. "How long have you worked here?"


"Since college, and I don't want to tell you how long that's been. I was hoping to make auditor one day, but old man Grimby is going to outlive my grandchildren."


"I'll bet you know everything that goes on in this place."


She hesitated, some of the light left her eyes. "Yeah."


"How hard would it be to get me a copy of the city budget and audits? Say the last three years?"


"It's public knowledge, but it'll take time for me to print it out."


"You do that for me, and I'll take you to lunch at the best place in town."


"That's not good enough," she said.


Max leaned on the counter that separated the lobby from the offices. "Playing hardball, huh? Okay, name your price."


"I want an autograph for my ten-year-old son. He gets off on that sort of thing."


"You got it." He grinned. "I'll bet you're a tough mom, huh?"


"Damn right. I've been saving since he was born to get him into a good college. This kid is going places."


"With you as his mother I don't doubt it for one minute."


She looked proud. "Now, how about I fix you a cup of coffee and start printing that budget for you?"


* * * * *


Jamie caught up with Max at the end of the day when she pulled into Frankie and Deedee's long drive. Max was in his car, talking to Muffin and taking notes.


"Find out anything?" Jamie asked, sliding in on the other side.


"Muffin is checking on something for me. I had a nice visit with Alexa Sanders today."


"Oh, yeah? She's divorced, you know."


"She told me all about it. Good thing she got rid of the jerk. Lovely woman. And obviously way overqualified for her job."


"I would think she's a little different from the women you prefer."


"I think all women are beautiful, Jamie."


"So I've heard. But you wouldn't go out with someone like Alexa Sanders."


"As a matter of fact, I took her to lunch and had a great time."


Jamie couldn't hide her surprise. "No kidding?"


"The auditor is so old he should have retired when Elvis was still popular. Alexa claims he gets confused easily, which means she has to go over his work carefully, which means—"


"She has the inside scoop," Jamie finished for him.


"Money is going everywhere. This town has so many bogus committees you wouldn't believe it. There are committees and subcommittees, some of which are operated by only one person."


"Frankie mentioned the ridiculous number of committees in his speech," Jamie reminded him.


"Yeah, that's why I wasn't surprised when she told me. The person running that committee doesn't really have to do anything except grant favors, which is why he or she is there to begin with."


"Alexa told you all that?"


"She wanted to tell me more, but I think she's scared. I also think she'd like to leave her job, but she's afraid there are people who would make it hard on her if she did."


"Sounds paranoid if you ask me."


"You don't like Alexa very much, do you?" Max asked, his expression amused. "Or maybe you just don't like that I took her to lunch. You're not jealous, are you?"


"Give me a break."


Muffin came on. "Okay, Max, I just ran a check on Alexa Sanders. She's so clean she squeaks. She has a son—"


"She mentioned him."


"He's sick," Muffin went on. "Childhood-onset diabetes."


Max frowned. "I didn't know."


"Her ex-husband left as soon as he found out she was pregnant," Jamie said.


"Nice guy," Max said. "What else are you working on, Muffin?"


"I'm digging into Benson Grimby's past. Do you believe the man is in his nineties, for Pete's sake? How can he still be auditing the city's books?"


"Alexa said he was old. By the way, I want you to run a check on a man named Tim Duncan."


"Frankie's top security man?" Jamie asked.


"I'm not taking chances."


"I have a question," she said. "I already know you guys are breaking into a lot of secure locations.


Surely they have a system that keeps track of visitors. Maybe that's why everybody is after us."


"They can't keep track of us," Max said. "Our firewall is impenetrable."


"You sound awfully confident."


"We change passwords several times a day. It's a little more complicated than that, but that's just one way we keep people confused."


"How do you keep up with your passwords? Took me forever to remember mine."


"Muffin and I use a very complex system," Max said.


"Yeah, stud, tell her how it works," Muffin said.


"Jamie isn't interested."


"Yes I am. In fact, I'm intrigued."


Max didn't respond.


"Tell her, Max," Muffin cajoled. "What's wrong, afraid she'll think badly of you?" When Max didn't answer, Muffin went on. "He uses the names of women he's, uh, dated."


Jamie frowned. "I don't get it."


"The names are alphabetized," Muffin said. "Each month, we return to the letter A. If Max goes out with another woman in the meantime, which he often does, we slip her name right into the alphabet and keep going. True, it's more complicated than that, it would take too long to explain, but that's the basic setup. For example, we're still working with the letter B today so this morning's password is 'Bunny.' "


Jamie laughed out loud. "You actually dated a woman named Bunny?"


"He not only dated her, he married her," Muffin replied.


Jamie shook her head sadly. "I'm really impressed with your system, Holt. It is so politically incorrect and sexist, but more than that, it's stupid."


"Wasn't my idea," Muffin said, "but then I would never have given voice recognition a name like Muffin with a Marilyn Monroe voice."


Max's grin was almost boyish. "It was all done in fun," he said.


"And marrying a woman named Bunny, of all things," Jamie went on.


"Her real name is Bethany Elizabeth Phister. A real mouthful," he added. "So her friends called her Bunny."


"That's what the ladies say about Max," Muffin said. "They tell him he's a mouthful."


Max shifted uneasily in his seat. "Okay, that's enough, Muffin."


"My God, the man is blushing," Jamie said. "How do you know all this, Muffin?"


"You should hear some of the things that go on in this car. Good thing Max has me to remind him not to run off the road."


"Let's go, Jamie," Max said.


Suddenly, the safety bar closed over Max, locking him in. "I'm trying to be a good sport, Muffin, but this is getting old fast. Raise the bar."


"Jamie wants to hear the rest of my story."


"I'm giving you three seconds."


"I'll talk fast," Muffin said. "Anyway, Jamie—"


"Frankenstein," Max said.


"Oh, shit." They were the last words out of Muffin's mouth.


"Disable AI," Max said.


"What are you doing?" Jamie asked.


"Putting the car on manual overdrive so I don't have to listen to Muffin's mouth."


Jamie tried to look serious. "So how does one go about doing all the things you do in a car this size?"


He relaxed and his mouth turned up in a lazy smile that made Jamie think of rainy afternoons and lovemaking, cold mornings and warm bodies embracing.


"Very carefully," he said, still smiling. They stared at one another for a moment.


Jamie pressed her lips into a grim line. For some reason she didn't like the idea of Max swapping kisses and God only knew what in his car with another woman. It was silly, of course, but there it was. She climbed out, then realized she'd left her cell phone in her car. She started for it. She did not see the man behind the bushes take aim, only the startled look on Max's face before the first shot was fired.


Jamie barely had time to process what was going on before Max shoved her hard, knocking her completely off her feet. Another shot rang out, this one pinging off something metal. She peered over the hood of her car. Where the hell were the shots coming from?


The side window of her Mustang shattered. "My car!" she cried.


"Stay put," Max yelled.


Security men raced from all directions, drawing weapons as they headed in the direction of a fountain surrounded by flowering shrubs. Max followed. He stopped short at the sight of Swamp Dog standing over the body of a heavy set man. His throat had been cut.


"What the hell happened?" Max demanded.


Frankie and Duncan joined them.


"Oh, man," Frankie said. "This is bad."


Swamp Dog looked at Max, his eyes expressionless. "Those bullets were meant for you. I was on him like white on rice the minute the bastard fired the second shot. Slit his throat." He swiped the knife across his jeans, and tucked it into his boot. "That's what you're paying me for, right?"
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Swamp Dog swaggered off as though he hadn't a care in the world.


"Jesus Christ," Duncan said.


Max sighed heavily. "Frankie, please take Jamie inside."


The big man looked toward the cars. "Yeah, sure." He started off.


"Who is he?" Max asked Duncan.


"Vito Puccini." He rolled the dead man on his side and pulled a wallet from his back pocket. He flipped it open and handed it to Max. "One of the guys I just hired."


Max glanced through the man's identification. "You say he checked out?"


"Clean as a whistle. Came with a letter of recommendation from his last employer, some hotshot preacher who travels with bodyguards."


Max looked up sharply. "Harlan Rawlins?"


"Sounds familiar," Duncan said, "but I'd have to check my files. I've got a lot of men on this job."


"I want to see everything you have on Puccini."


"No problem. Oh, there was another guy traveling with him. Lenny Black. They both worked for this minister."


"Where is Lenny Black now?"


"I posted him at the front gate. Naturally I plan to question him."


"Please find him immediately. And round up the other new men, as well. I'll meet you at the back of the house in five minutes. And call nine-one-one."


Max hurried into the house where he found Snakeman guarding the front door. "The boys and I have been watching the doors all day," he whispered. "We're armed."


"Does Deedee know?"


He shook his head. "Frankie wants us to keep it under wraps as far as she's concerned. Probably not a bad idea considering she's, uh, hormonally challenged."


Max nodded and headed for the living room where everyone had gathered, including the staff and two of the security guards. "Everything's okay," he said. "Duncan is calling the police."


"Is he really dead?" Deedee asked, shuddering. Frankie stood next to her.


"Yeah."


"I understand he took a shot at you and Jamie," she went on.


Max nodded and looked at Jamie. She was comforting Beenie who was not taking it so well. He mopped tears with a jewel-accented handkerchief while Choker looked on in disgust.


"Who was he?" Jamie asked.


"Vito Puccini. Anybody recognize the name?"


Big John perked. "Heavyset guy?"


"Yeah."


"I spoke with a man named Vito earlier. He and another guard were having lunch together when I went out to get something from my car. Said he was a big wrestling fan. Had a Jersey accent."


"What did the other guy look like?"


"Tall and skinny. Longish hair. Brown, I think. He had it tied back. He didn't have much to say, but this Vito was pretty talkative."


Deedee's voice trembled. "You think these guys are the ones who have been after us?"


Max hesitated. "We're looking into it. I seriously doubt the other man is still on the property."


"I don't like it," Frankie's campaign manager said. "This has gone too far. I'm thinking we should definitely pull out."


Frankie looked at him. "I thought we agreed not to."


"There's a guy out there with his throat cut. Who's to say one of us won't be next?"


"Are you throwing in the towel?" Deedee asked.


"After I've already decided I will make a great mayor's wife?"


The man's shoulders sagged. "I don't know what to do anymore."


"Well, I'm not quitting," she told Frankie, matter-of-factly. "After being stuck in this house for so long I realize I need to get out and do something. I'm not about to let that hoity-toity Annabelle Standish get all the credit. Besides, Beenie reminded me I would be expected to ride in all the parades with Frankie." She looked at her husband. "I'll need new clothes, of course."


Frankie took Deedee's hand. "I'm so proud of you, sweetheart."


Max, Frankie, and Big John met with Duncan and four other men, none of whom matched Big John's description. "Lenny Black is missing," Duncan said. "We're searching the grounds now. You want me to add another man inside the house?"


Big John spoke. "Don't bother. Me and the boys will kill the person who tries to get by us."


As soon as they were alone, Frankie pulled Max aside. "This Swamp Dog person. He saved your and Jamie's life, right?"


"Looks that way."


"I want him close by at all times."


"Frankie, I have to level with you. Right now I don't trust anyone."


Max knocked softly on Jamie's bedroom door a few minutes later. She opened the door, a portable phone to her ear. She motioned him in.


After a moment, she hung up. "I wanted to check messages at my office. Seems like Mike and Vera have everything under control."


"You sound disappointed."


She gave a self-effacing smile. "Well, naturally I'd like to think they can't run the newspaper without me."


Max glanced around the bedroom. "It smells like you in here."


"I don't wear perfume."


"You've got your own scent. I've spent enough time closed up in the car with you to know."


Jamie had memorized his scent as well. She was certain she could pick him out of a crowd with her eyes closed.


"Jamie, I need to talk seriously with you for a moment." He sat on the edge of the bed. She joined him, eyes curious. "It may not be safe for you to stay here anymore," he said.


"You think I should go home?"


"No, I don't want you to be alone right now, and I know you don't want to stay with the Standishes. Is there anyplace else you could go for a few days?"


"I have a couple of girlfriends, but I would be afraid I'd be putting them in danger."


"I don't think you're the target here. In fact, I'm sure of it."


"Then who?"


"That's what I'm trying to figure out. It could be Frankie or me or both, but anyone around us could become a casualty. I'd like to get Deedee out of here, as well. Maybe the two of you could visit that spa she mentioned."


Jamie rolled her eyes. "Get real, Holt. Do I look the spa type to you?"


He grinned. "No, you're definitely not the type."


"What's that supposed to mean?"


"When I think of you I think of lazy Sunday mornings and rainy afternoons. You don't want to hear the rest."


"Go ahead," she said, intrigued.


"Promise you won't punch me in the jaw?"


"Don't be ridiculous."


He studied her for a moment. "I visualize you with mussed hair and long T-shirts, wearing absolutely nothing beneath them."


She arched one brow. "Actually, that's exactly what I sleep in."


He groaned.


"Lately, though, I've been wearing all this frilly stuff of Deedee's. I don't think I'm the frilly type."


They sat in silence for a moment, simply looking at one another. Jamie wondered what it was about the man that drew her to him, even when he was at his most irritating. She knew exactly why women flocked to him. Max Holt was larger than life. He'd traveled all over the world numerous times, and he rubbed elbows with people she'd only read about.


He was the one people came to when they were in trouble. He could be counted on.


"What are you thinking?" Max asked.


"I was thinking how different we are."


"You and I have more in common than you think, Jamie."


"Oh, yeah? I'll bet you've never shopped at an outlet or secondhand store. You've never eaten canned soup for a week because you were low on grocery money."


"You're right, I haven't. But if the need arose I could. I easily adapt to situations." He paused. "It has always been easier for me to pay someone to shop for clothes and food and whatever else because it frees me up to do what I think is important. I like to think I've made contributions to this world."


Jamie suddenly felt foolish. Max Holt had contributed to the world. One only had to pick up a newspaper to learn how his technological know-how and financial support had made life easier both in the States and in third-world countries. He might have an ego the size of Mother Earth, but he was a generous man.


"I'm not criticizing you, Max," she said. "I'm just pointing out our differences. It would explain why we have so many, uh, disagreements."


One corner of his mouth lifted. "I can think of other reasons, but you don't want to hear them."


She knew the direction he was traveling and changed the subject. "I don't want to leave," she said. "Deedee would be crazed with worry over Frankie if we left under these circumstances."


"And you? Would you worry about me?"


"Of course I would. I'd be worried sick about everybody." She noted a flicker of disappointment in his dark eyes. It wasn't the answer he'd been looking for.


Max stood. "If you change your mind—"


"I won't." He nodded and walked to the door. Jamie stared at it for a long time after he was gone and wondered if there was a reason they'd been thrown together. In many ways she wished they had never met. She had planned her life so carefully, and Max Holt had come along and changed everything.


Finally, she exited the room and walked toward the bedroom Deedee shared with Frankie. She tapped lightly on the door and went in. The room was all rose-colored walls and white French provincial furniture. Tall crystal vases were filled with white roses, and delicate figurines adorned bedside tables. Jamie had to smile. She couldn't imagine Frankie sleeping in such a room.


Deedee lay on an elaborate chaise, a satin eye mask in place, Beenie fussing over her like a mother hen. "Look, honeykins, Jamie is here."


Deedee removed her eye mask. "Hi, honey. I was just trying to catch my breath after all that's been happening. I don't want Frankie to see me fretting."


"You're hanging in there like a real trouper," Jamie said. "I'm proud of you."


Deedee smiled ruefully. "I'll bet you're beginning to wish you'd stayed with Phillip and his mother after all. Annabelle would have taught you two hundred ways to fold linen napkins by now."


Jamie chuckled and sat on the foot of the chaise. "Don't be silly, there's no place I'd rather be right now than with my best friend. Are you okay?"


"I'm okay until I think how close you and Max came to being shot on my own property." Her eyes misted. "I could have lost both of you."


Beenie, ever watchful, handed Deedee a tissue. "And then to think that a man was actually brutally killed outside my front door." She shuddered.


"He was a very bad man," Beenie said. "A coldblooded killer."


She sighed wearily. "I know. But this has always been a happy place. Now, we have security guards running all over the place."


Beenie sniffed loudly. Both women looked up. "I'm sorry," he said, snatching a tissue from the box. "I feel so sad. My nerves are shot, and every time I get anxious I start eating chocolate. I've gained three pounds. And look at my nails." He held them out. "I've started biting them. I've had to take off my rings so as not to draw attention to them."


"Oh, Beenie," Deedee said. "It's going to be okay. Once this nasty business is behind us we'll both go in for a manicure. In the meantime, there are a million things to plan."


He looked hopeful. "Like what?"


"I'm going to be the mayor's wife. I think I need a whole new look. My husband will be a public servant."


"Yes, you will definitely need a new look. You'll want an elegant-working-girl look. We'll have to tone down the makeup and choose a simpler hairstyle." He drummed his fingers along his bottom lip. "Oh, my?"


"What?" Deedee said.


"Some of those diamonds must go. They flash like a Kmart blue light special when you walk into a room."


Deedee reared back as though afraid he would try to snatch them from her. "Forget it, Beenie. I didn't say I wanted to dress like Mother Theresa."


Beenie shot Jamie a look of pure exasperation. "You would think I was asking her to give up a kidney."


Jamie chuckled, happy to see Deedee and Beenie focused on a new project. Anything to take their minds off what was happening downstairs. "Why don't I let the two of you slug it out? I need to call Phillip." She suspected she'd better tell him about the latest events herself instead of letting him find out from Lamar.


"Try to rest for a few minutes," Beenie told Deedee. "I can ask the chef to slow down dinner. He'll want to bite my head off and shove it down the garbage disposal, but I don't care."


"Maybe I will rest for a moment." Deedee looked at Beenie. "Where's Choo-Choo?"


"Last time I saw him he was curled on a rug in front of the kitchen fireplace. I think he was cold, poor baby. Let me get him for you."


* * * * *


Lenny walked into the motel room where Mitzi was watching General Hospital. "Where's Vito?" she said.


Lenny sat down on the other bed. He was dirty and sweaty, his brown hair plastered to his scalp. "Dead."


Mitzi bolted upright. "What the hell are you talking about? Is this some kind of joke?"


Lenny shook his head. "No, man, he's dead as hell. Some bad-ass dude on the security team got him. Got a black patch on his eye and all these scars on his face." Lenny shuddered. "I saw the whole thing." He drew a line across his throat. "It was nasty."


"Did you finish your business and collect the money?"


He shook his head. "Hell, no. Everything happened so fast I barely had time to get out. I'm telling you, this dude would have gladly cut my heart out if he'd known I was with Vito."


Mitzi slapped him hard. "Listen to me, retard.


I've gone through pure hell waiting for you guys to pull this thing off. Now my husband is dead and what do we have to show for it? We're not going anywhere until the job is done, and we're paid. You got that?"


"You don't understand," Lenny said. "Vito and I were supposed to kill someone."


Mitzi gaped at him. "Vito was serious about that?"


"Yeah, man. Only we couldn't get close enough to the target to off him."


She took a deep breath. "Then you and I will have to do it."


"The police are looking for me, Mitzi. They'll recognize me the minute they lay eyes on me."


"Not when I get finished with you." She pulled a pair of scissors from her suitcase. "Sit."


* * * * *


"Has anyone seen Choo-Choo?" Beenie asked once he'd searched the kitchen and several other places the dog enjoyed sleeping.


"I haven't seen him," the housekeeper said.


"Do I look like a dog-sitter?" the chef snapped.


Beenie planted his hands on his hips. "No, you look like a nasty old grouch who hasn't been laid since Julia Child started cooking." He looked at the man's assistant who shook her head sadly.


"I haven't seen him, either," she said.


Jamie came downstairs a moment later and found Beenie still searching. "Should we look in the other bedrooms?" she asked. "Choo-Choo may have become frightened with all the people in the house."


"That's the problem with this place," Beenie said. "There are far too many bodies around. I should ask Big John if he's seen Choo-Choo." Beenie shivered. "I keep wondering how he got the name Big John, know what I mean?"


"He's a large man," Jamie replied.


"Large is what I've been thinking as well."


They searched the other bedrooms. One of the security guards helped. The little dog was nowhere to be found.


Finally, Beenie and Jamie knocked on the door to Frankie's study. They found him, Max, and Lamar deep in discussion.


"Choo-Choo is missing," Beenie said. "I don't know what to do."


"Oh, hell." Frankie's shoulders sagged. "This is bad."


Jamie heard footsteps behind her and turned. Deedee had come downstairs, obviously wondering why Beenie hadn't brought up her dog.


She glanced around at the serious faces. "What's going on?" she asked.


Beenie burst into tears.


* * * * *


Phillip entered the living room quietly where Jamie was trying to comfort Deedee. Although Deedee's housekeeper had dispensed with the burned rug and drapes and cleaned the area from top to bottom shortly after the small fire, the smell of smoke lingered.


"I thought I'd stop by and see how things are going," he said. "I hear the pooch is missing. Any ideas?"


Jamie shook her head. Two hours had passed and there was still no sign of Choo-Choo or the man called Lenny Black. "Security is still searching the grounds," she said. "We think Choo-Choo may have slipped out of the house unnoticed and could be hiding on the property. He's not used to all these people."


"He's gone," Deedee said. "Whoever is doing this terrible thing took my dog, too."


"Honey, why would anyone bother with an innocent pet?" Jamie said.


Deedee met her look. "Because this person is cruel and obviously very sick and doesn't care who he hurts."


Jamie wished Frankie were there for Deedee, but he and Max were still holed up in the library with Lamar. Security Chief Duncan and Big John were at the police station giving their reports and looking at mug shots in hopes of finding Lenny Black's picture. Swamp Dog had been questioned at length and was now walking the grounds, a hero in the eyes of the other security guards. Jamie didn't trust him, had no idea whose side he was on or whether he was playing both sides, and as the sky darkened outside, she became even more concerned. She could only hope that Max was having the man watched.


Beenie came into the room, twisting his handkerchief, his face shrouded in guilt. "Can I get you anything, Deedee?"


Jamie felt sorry for him. "Why don't you prepare Deedee a Frappuccino?" she suggested, knowing Beenie would feel better if he kept busy.


"I already fixed her one," he said. He glanced around and sighed. "Lord, my head is all screwed up. I must've left it in the kitchen." He hurried away. When he returned he carried a small silver tray bearing a tall mug. "It was on the library table in the foyer," he said. "I don't even remember putting it there. I just don't know what's come over me." He set it on the table beside Deedee. "Some of the ice has melted. Do you want me to prepare a fresh one?"


"No need," Deedee said.


Beenie stood there for a moment, wringing his handkerchief. "Deedee, I know you hate me, but I truly am sorry about Choo-Choo. I'm going to keep looking, though. I just know I'll find him."


Deedee looked up. Her eyes were sad. "It's not your fault, Beenie. You love him as much as I do." She reached for her mug and took several long sips. When she lowered it, something metal scraped the inside. She peered at her drink. "There's something in here." She took a spoon from the tray and stirred her coffee. "Yes, there's definitely something—" She pulled up the spoon and paled at the sight. "Oh, my God!"


Jamie turned. "What is it?" She felt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle as Deedee lifted Choo-Choo's collar from the glass. "He was inside this house," she whispered.


The glass slipped from Deedee's fingers and shattered on the floor.


* * * * *


The door to the library was flung open a second later. Max and Frankie hurried out, Lamar right behind him. "What is it?" Frankie asked. He glanced in the direction Deedee pointed.


"Somebody put Choo-Choo's collar in Deedee's Frappuccino," Jamie told him.


Max muttered a four-letter word. "This is bullshit. How could this have happened? Who has been in this room?"


"I just got here," Phillip said.


"It had to have happened in the kitchen or while it was sitting on the library table," Beenie said, explaining how he'd forgotten to bring in the drink when he'd made it. He mopped fresh tears. "I can't seem to do anything right."


Max strode purposefully from the living room to the kitchen. Jamie followed. The room was empty.


"Where is the kitchen staff?" Max demanded. All at once there were footsteps on the stairs leading from the wine cellar. The chef appeared, a bottle of wine in each hand. He stopped abruptly at the sight of them.


"May I help you?"


"Did you see anyone come into this room?" Max demanded.


"I've been downstairs choosing wine. Not that it will matter. Everything is overdone and will taste like rubber by the time I serve it."


"Where is the woman who normally helps you?"


"She quit on me. Said she wasn't used to working in such a crazy place. I don't blame her."


"You didn't see anything out of the ordinary?" Jamie asked.


The chef scowled at her. "I've got people traipsing in and out of this kitchen all day," he snapped. "I can't get anything done for all the traffic."


Max shoved through the swinging door with Jamie right behind. Frankie and Deedee were on the stairs. "Deedee and I want to be alone for a little while," Frankie said.


"Good idea," Max said, as Duncan and Big John came through the front door. The men paused as though sensing a problem, but Max waited until Frankie and Deedee were gone before pulling Duncan aside. "Is there another way inside this house that I don't know about?"


"There's a cellar door that opens up near the back hedges. But nobody can get in or out because I put a lock on it."


"I want to see it," Max said.


"I've got a flashlight."


They started once more for the kitchen where the chef, clearly annoyed at being questioned, was banging pots and pans together as he prepared dinner. Outside, several security men looked up from their posts as Max and Duncan searched through the hedges.


"It should be here somewhere," Duncan said. "I scattered leaves and pine needles over it so it wouldn't be noticeable." He stooped beside an area and began raking brush aside. Max peered over his shoulder as the area was cleared and a wooden door came into view. Duncan trained his flashlight on the lock.


"Shit." He picked up the lock and handed it to Max. "Somebody sawed right through it. He could be in the house right now for all we know."


"Where's Swamp Dog?" Max asked.


"He watches the back of the property. Says he doesn't trust anyone else to do the job right."


"Find him. And I want the cellar and house searched from top to bottom."


Max returned to the kitchen and found the chef opening the bottles of wine.


"Throw everything out," Max ordered.


"Excuse me?" The man looked at Max as if he were crazy.


"I don't want this food served."


"Are you nuts? I've spent all day preparing this meal. Do you have any idea what tuna steaks cost?"


"Someone had access to this kitchen who shouldn't have. He could have tampered with the food. If you still want to serve tuna, then I'd suggest you serve it from a can."


The chef opened his mouth to protest, but the hard look on Max's face must've changed his mind. "Whatever."


Security personnel began filling the house. "I want the search done as quickly and quietly as possible," Max told Duncan, "and keep the men away from Mrs. Fontana's room. I'll check it personally."


Duncan nodded. "I've got men in the cellar now. Swamp Dog is still at the back of the property, reclined against a tree, holding a high velocity assault rifle and wearing night vision gear." He shook his head sadly. "He's got booby traps along the back fence. I've cautioned my men. You ask me, I think the guy is whacko. He's the one we need to watch."


Max nodded. "Make sure you do that."


It was after midnight before the house was battened down for the night. Jamie had already seen a very worried Phillip out. Max and Duncan were discussing security at the kitchen table, where tuna sandwiches and pasta salad had been the evening fare. Snakeman stood guard at the door.


"We found more evidence inside the cellar of someone coming through the access door," Duncan said. "It's clear now. I've got a guard down there. As for Lenny Black, I think he's long gone."


"Frankie and I searched and secured the master bedroom while Deedee was taking a bath," Max said.


Duncan sighed. "I've never worked a job where I had no idea who the enemy was."


"How long have you owned your security company?" Max asked.


Duncan shrugged. "Ten years. I took early retirement from the police department."


"How come?"


"I figured I'd make more money this way."


"But you were only a couple of years from retiring from the department, weren't you? You lost your pension."


Duncan met his gaze. "You had me checked?"


Max nodded at Snakeman, and the wrestler stepped outside.


Duncan rubbed his eyes. "Okay, so I was forced to take an early retirement, but I was never convicted of any wrongdoing. I was cleared."


"They found drug money in the trunk of your car."


"It was planted there. I'd just busted a big-time dealer, and he was determined to get even."


"So instead of fighting it you moved a thousand miles away and started your own security company."


"I could have fought it in court, but the media had already tried and convicted me. It didn't matter that I had spent twenty years on the force and had a perfect record. My neighbors refused to speak to me, and no matter how many times I had my phone number changed I continued to get crank calls."


"Your wife left you over it, didn't she?"


Duncan nodded. "Our relationship had been over for years anyway so that was no surprise, but it only made things worse when she walked out." He met Max's gaze. "If you have a problem with me you're free to get somebody else. I've told you everything."


Jamie came into the kitchen and stopped short when she saw the two men talking. "Is this a private conversation?"


Max shook his head. "You're free to join us."


She sank into one of the chairs. She was depressed. Not only was her relationship with Phillip growing even more tense, she no longer knew what to expect from one minute to the next. She was edgy after all that had happened and wired from drinking too much coffee. "What a night," she said.


"Is Deedee asleep?" Max asked.


"Yeah. Frankie refuses to leave her side." She asked both men, "Do you think the person who took Choo-Choo will kill him?"


Max and Duncan exchanged looks.


"Don't lie to me," Jamie said. "I want the truth."


"I think it was just a scare tactic," Duncan told her, "but dogs make noise, and this person isn't going to risk a barking dog."


"So the answer is yes," Jamie said.


Max shifted in his chair. "I don't think we can automatically assume the dog is dead, Jamie, but we need to be prepared for the worst."


"Like what?"


Duncan didn't look up from his coffee cup. "We could receive a body part."


Jamie heard a gasp and realized it had come from her own mouth. She felt sick. Tears stung her eyes. "Oh, God."


Max took her hand and squeezed it. "He's giving us the worst-case scenario, Jamie."


She met his gaze. "Promise me—"


"Deedee will never know," he said softly. Max looked at Duncan. "I'm counting on you to see that nothing comes into this house until it's checked carefully."


* * * * *


It was after three a.m. when Beenie pushed through the swinging door that led inside the kitchen where Choker sat at the kitchen table reading a wrestling magazine. His gun lay on the table. Beenie shivered. "You must be on the night shift."


Choker didn't respond.


"I couldn't sleep," Beenie said.


"Then be quiet so the others can," the man replied without looking up.


"I need air."


Beenie opened the back door and stepped outside. A security guard stood nearby. "What the hell are you doing out here again?" the man said. "We've got enough problems on our hands without you wandering all over the grounds this hour of the morning looking for some stupid mutt."


"I'm going to do one last search." Beenie left the back steps and walked along the hedges. "Choo-Choo," he whispered. "Come to Papa. I know you're hiding because you're scared of all these strange men, but it's okay to come out. Your mama misses you terribly." Beenie peeked into the hedges. "Come on, sweet boy. Uncle Beenie will take care of you."


Beenie continued searching. He rounded the house and came to an abrupt halt when a man stepped from the shadows. "What are you doing out here?" the man whispered in a menacing tone.


"I'm looking for Choo-Choo." Those were the last words out of Beenie's mouth before the butt of a pistol slammed against his skull. He fell to the ground with a thud.


* * * * *


Max walked into the kitchen a few minutes later. "Ready for me to relieve you?"


"I'm okay," Choker said. He shifted in his chair. "Beenie has been out looking for the dog again. He's been down several times already. Driving me crazy. He came through about ten minutes ago."


"I'd better go out there," Max said. He started for the door. It was flung open before he could reach for the handle.


"Hold it right there!" Choker said, aiming his weapon. He lowered it at the sight of one of the security men.


"We've got trouble," the guard said. "That Beenie fellow—"


Max pushed past him and raced outside. He followed the sound of voices and hurried around to the side of the house where he found Duncan and several others kneeling beside Beenie.


"He looks bad," Duncan said.


Max pulled his cell phone from his pocket and dialed nine-one-one.



[bookmark: chapter_13]Chapter Thirteen


Jamie sat on one side of Deedee, Frankie on the other, as they waited in the visitor's lounge of the ER for word on Beenie. Deedee had cried on and off since the ambulance had awakened her to more bad news.


"I'm so scared, Frankie," she said. "I can't lose Beenie. He's like a sister to me."


Max almost smiled in spite of the seriousness of the situation. "He's got a lot going for him, honey. He's young and healthy. That helps."


"We'll find the person responsible for this," Lamar said, having arrived at the hospital only minutes after Beenie had been taken into the emergency room.


Deedee turned to him. "You haven't done anything useful so far," she snapped. "My husband is the one who has hired all the security. What the hell are you people doing? Do I have to arm myself in order to be safe in my own house?"


"We're following leads, Mrs. Fontana. I have extra men working the case."


The metal doors leading inside the emergency room suddenly opened, and a young doctor came through. Everyone stood, waiting for the worst.


"I'm Dr. Cox," he said.


"Is Beenie dead?" Deedee blurted.


The doctor looked surprised. "No, ma'am. He's going to be fine. He has a moderate concussion, but we found no signs of swelling around the brain. His injuries are superficial; he looks worse off than he really is."


"Oh, thank God," Deedee said.


"I'll have to warn you, though, he's got one heck of a headache, but I don't want to give him any pain pills because he needs to stay awake for the next twelve hours."


"Oh, Jeez," Frankie said. "Can you give us anything to take?"


Cox smiled. "I'm going to release him, along with a treatment plan, but you have to understand he's confused and disoriented right now." The doctor smiled. "Don't worry. He's on the mend. He's flirting with all my nurses. In fact, I think he has a date with one of them tomorrow night."


"With a nurse?" Deedee asked. "A female nurse?"


Dr. Cox chuckled. "We do have some pretty nurses here." If he noticed the group was staring at him in disbelief, he didn't say anything. "He should be ready to go in an hour."


* * * * *


"What I need right now is a rare steak and eggs," Beenie announced once he was settled inside the limo, flanked by Deedee and Frankie. Jamie and Max sat across from them.


Deedee blinked. "You don't eat red meat, Beenie. And why are you talking in that John Wayne voice?"


He looked at her curiously. "Why do you keep calling me Beenie? Sounds kinda fruity if you ask me."


Max studied him closely. "Have you forgotten your name?"


He paused. "Please tell me it's not Beenie."


"It's just a nickname," Deedee said. "Do you know who we are?"


He looked at her. "No, but I like the car, and the fact I'm sharing it with two drop-dead gorgeous women." He looked from Max to Frankie. "No offense intended."


"He has amnesia," Max said.


Beenie looked startled. "I do?"


"Maybe we should take him back to the hospital," Deedee said.


"No way am I going back there."


"I don't think he's in any physical danger," Max said. "His MRI looked good. Like the doctor said, he has no internal bleeding or swelling. The amnesia's probably temporary. There's not much they can do to treat it." He grinned. "I vote we just take our patient home. I suspect he'll be back to his old self again soon enough."


"You guys are confusing me," Beenie said. "Why are you grinning like that? Someone obviously tried to kill me from what I understand Shouldn't we start a manhunt? I demand to know who did this, and as soon as I find out there's going to be some serious ass-kicking."


* * * * *


"I need to go by the office," Jamie told Max an hour later. Beenie had wolfed down a hearty breakfast while talking about wrestling to Big John and Snakeman, who listened without comment. They simply sat at the table, heads cocked to one side, mouth agape, as though waiting for the real Beenie to stand up.


"I'll drive you," Max said.


"Will you be okay?" Jamie asked Beenie.


"Damn right." He pulled a baseball bat from beneath the table. "I'm going to hang around and make sure there's no trouble."


"I can't take any more," Deedee said. "I've lost my dog and my friend."


Beenie was still entertaining the wrestlers. "Either of you guys got wrestling groupies?"


* * * * *


Jamie arrived at work and found two security guards at the front door and Vera discussing paint samples with one of the painters. "What do you think of this color?" she asked Jamie. "It's called Sand. It would make the room look larger, and fingerprints won't show as badly."


Jamie looked at it. It looked like plain old beige to her. "I like it."


"Check out your office."


Jamie discovered, much to her amazement, her office was finished, right down to the cherry desk, matching credenza, and two large filing cabinets. The walls had been painted a soft rose color, which blended with the loveseat and two matching chairs. Silk flowers adorned the coffee table. Men were installing new computers and the phone company was running cable and hooking up phones that would match the decor throughout.


Max came up beside her. "What do you think?"


Jamie had tears in her eyes when she turned to him. "I don't know what to say."


"I thought it looked like you when I selected it."


Jamie's breath caught in the back of her throat. "You picked it out?"


He nodded. "I let the decorator decide on the other furniture, but I wanted to choose yours. I hope you don't mind."


"Max, I can never thank you enough."


"I wanted you to have a nice place to work."


Vera was grinning when Jamie came out. "Wait until you see the rest of the place. We have a beautiful mahogany table and executive chairs in the conference room, and all new appliances in the kitchen." She suddenly frowned. "I'm going to kick your butt to kingdom come if you try to sell it."


"She's not going to sell it," Max said.


Jamie couldn't stop smiling. "Have you seen Mike Henderson?"


Vera nodded. "He has been here all night. Says he has several articles he wants to run by you. You'll find him in his office." She handed Jamie two sheets of paper. "I attended the chamber of commerce meeting, and the garden club meeting, and took notes so Mike could concentrate on the important staff. I'm also covering the Lancasters' wedding this evening. Helen, bless her heart, answers the phone while I'm out."


Jamie couldn't hide her surprise. "Very good. Anything else?"


Vera grinned. "I saved the best for last. You're not going to believe this. I sold twelve ads this week."


Jamie's eyes narrowed. "You didn't threaten anybody, did you?"


Vera looked insulted. "For your information, I was the epitome of professionalism. I think everyone is so excited with the place they're working twice as hard. And the raises didn't hurt."


"Raises?"


"The ones you insisted your employees deserved," Max said with a wink.


Jamie nodded. "Oh, yeah. I'm surprised they went into effect so quickly."


"And Muffin is pushing the home office for those bonuses you requested."


"We're getting a bonus, too?" Vera said.


"Of course," Jamie said, realizing Max was trying to make her look good.


"Muffin says everyone will get theirs within a week," Max added.


"Who is Muffin?" Vera asked.


"Max's computer," Jamie replied. "She's really awesome, but she's going through menopause right now so Max had to disable her for a little while. She's back now and feeling much better."


Vera sighed. "Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer."


"I have to run," Max said. "I'm upgrading the security system back at the house, and I'm late. I'll be back as soon as I can and help out."


Jamie nodded. "Vera, please ask Mike to come into my office. I need to see what he has."


* * * * *


Max greeted the men who were to put in the new security system. "Sorry I'm late," he said.


"No problem," the man in charge said. "We've already started installing upstairs if you want to take a look."


"I noticed you're setting up cameras outside like I asked."


"Yes. We'd like to use the small office off the kitchen to set up TV monitors. Hope that's okay."


Max nodded. "How long will it take?"


"The job is a little more elaborate than I'd originally thought it would be, so we'll need a couple of extra days. You understand we're moving as quickly as we can."


"Yes, and I appreciate it. Okay, show me what you've got."


* * * * *


Jamie and Mike worked straight through to lunch. Vera sent out for sandwiches. "I'm really impressed with all you've done," Jamie told Mike, as they lunched at her desk. "How do you like working with Vera?"


"She can be bossy at times, but she works hard. If I need research or other information for my articles, Vera has it to me in no time. Makes my job a lot easier. And she loves taking pictures. I didn't know she was an amateur photographer."


Jamie nodded. "She took a class at the community college. They offer them free for senior citizens. Last I heard she was taking ballroom dancing."


"Why didn't I know that?" Mike asked. "I should do an article on that. Maybe get more seniors in this town involved."


"I need a break," Jamie told Mike once they sent the front page and Lifestyles section to layout.


"I need to check on my mom anyway," Mike said, hurrying to his office.


Jamie called Deedee to check on Beenie's condition.


"I'm worried about him," Deedee said. "He's been in the bathroom for hours with a girlie magazine. Do you think he's gone straight?"


"I don't see how," Jamie said. "I thought homosexuality was a genetic thing. You know, once gay, always gay? Maybe he doesn't remember coming out of the closet."


Deedee sighed. "Sounds complicated. I asked him to go through my catalogs so I could pick out an outfit for Election Day, and he looked at me like I was crazy. I don't know who's going to do my makeup and hair now. I just want my old Beenie back."


"I'm sure he'll come around," Jamie said before she hung up.


Mike returned shortly after, assuring Jamie all was well with his mother. "She's doing a lot better. Gave me a scare in the beginning, though."


"I'm glad to hear it," Jamie said. "Listen, Mike, I have to tell you, I'm impressed with all you've done the past few days. You got a lot accomplished."


"I realized it was time I took on more responsibility. I guess my mom getting sick was a wake-up call," he added. "I'm just surprised you put up with me for so long."


"You're a darn good editor, and this newspaper is lucky to have you." Jamie wouldn't tell him how close she'd come to telling him to hit the road at times, but with the salary she offered, she couldn't have afforded to hire a replacement. "Keep up the good work."


* * * * *


At three o'clock, Max left the installation crew and climbed into his car. "Are you there, Muffin?" he asked.


"No, I'm shopping at Saks."


"I need answers. Someone attacked Deedee's assistant last night."


"Beenie?" she said.


"Yeah. Probably the same person who took Deedee's dog." Max quickly filled her in.


"That sucks," Muffin said. "How's Beenie?"


"He's okay, but Deedee's worried as hell. Have you got anything on Swamp Dog yet?"


"I keep bumping into firewalls. There's a record of him serving in Vietnam, but every time I try to dig deeper, I hit a dead end. The government is doing everything in its power to protect that information." She sounded frustrated.


"Think, Muffin. Sometimes things are not as hard as they seem. You're programmed to think like a computer and a human being. There's a reason for that."


"Max, what the hell are you talking about?"


"What would a computer do if it couldn't get the information?"


"It would simply tell you there was no data available."


"Right. What would I do?"


"You'd say, screw it and find the information anyway."


"So, Muffin?"


"Yeah, yeah. Keep looking. What's on your agenda?"


"I've got to go through three years of the city budget."


"Good thing you're a speed-reader."


"By the way, how's it going with the laptop at MIT?"


"He's not very bright."


"You're going to be hard-pressed to find anyone brighter than you, dear."


"What I'd like to know is why it's so important that I learn about Mustangs and replacement parts."


"Jamie's car was hit a couple of times in the shootings. I'd like to get it repaired." He went on to explain the actual damage, and Jamie's sentimental attachment to the car.


"I'll get on it right away since it concerns Jamie," Muffin said.


Max spent the next hour going over the city budget. "I'm going to take a ride, Muffin. I need directions to Highway 24."


"Where on Highway 24? You got any crossroads, or am I supposed to do this blindly? Forget it, I already know the answer."


Five minutes later, she ran a printout. "Here are the directions," she said. "What are you looking for?"


"The sewage treatment facility that never was. A lot of money was allocated for it, and taxpayers are still getting hit. I'd like to know why the city never finished it. Oh, before you do that, get Jamie on the phone."


Silence.


"Please."


Jamie picked up on the first ring.


"How are things going with the newspaper?" Max asked.


"Surprisingly well."


"Okay, if you don't need me, I'm going to take a drive."


"Anything I need to know?"


"I want to look at that sewage treatment facility the town was promised."


" 'Bout time, Holt."


"Listen, Swifty, I've been chasing a killer, okay? Cut me some slack here."


"Well, there's not much to see as far as the facility is concerned. Of course the powers that be in this town are full of excuses as to why it's still unfinished."


"I'll check back with you."


Jamie heard a click from the other end. She smiled. Max Holt was obviously on the job, and she knew he wouldn't stop until he found what he was looking for.


Twenty minutes later Max pulled in front of a partially erected building. "Muffin, are you there?"


"Yeah, did you find the facility?"


"What there is of it. There's a sign out front listing Davidson Construction as the contractor. I need the address."


* * * * *


Jamie was in her office proofreading when Max came through the door. "Don't you ever knock?"


"This is important."


She motioned him to a chair, and he sat. "I'm listening."


"First things first. How's Beenie?"


"He likes women now."


"He was probably better off as he was. Women have a way of driving a man crazy."


Jamie tossed him a dark look.


"What do you know about Davidson Construction? That's the company that was hired to work on the treatment facility."


"All I know is a man died on the project and everything came to a halt," Jamie said. "The family sued, it's been in litigation for a couple of years, and the city is trying to settle out of court."


"Which explains why people haven't pushed," Max said. "It could stay in litigation forever, and the city could collect a ransom in interest on the money that was put aside for it. If the money is still there." He looked thoughtful. "I've gone over the city budget. It's clean. Too clean. Which tells me it's not the real budget."


"Come again?"


"The real budget is probably tucked so far away that only the people in the know can find it. Have you ever heard of a company called EPSCO?"


"No. Where did you see it?"


"Alexa scribbled the name at the bottom of the last page of the city budget printout. She didn't say anything, but I have a feeling it's important. Muffin is still searching but so far nothing has come up."


"Maybe it's a fake company. Maybe it doesn't really exist."


"I've thought of that. I think EPSCO is a password to something else."


"Like what?"


He shrugged. "Don't know yet, but I intend to find out. Uh, Jamie?"


She glanced down at the work in front of her. "Yeah?"


"You're looking mighty good today, Swifty."


"I don't have time for this, Max."


"I like you in jeans, you know. You've got a nice behind. I have to tell you when I see that behind my mind runs amuck."


She looked up. He was such a blatant flirt. "Stop turning yourself on, Max."


He stood and leaned over her desk so that his face was only an inch from her, bringing with him the smell of a light aftershave that made her want to get closer and get a better whiff.


"And here I thought I was turning you on."


She was startled at the look in his eyes, dark, probing, intense. Toe-curling. She held her breath, afraid to release it in fear it would come gushing out.


He smiled as though he knew precisely what he was doing to her. "You're not married yet," he said.


"I believe in long engagements," Jamie replied.


"And I believe in long honeymoons."


"It takes time to get to know people," Jamie said. "Perhaps if you'd taken time to get to know Bunny you wouldn't be a divorced man right now."


"I was younger then, just looking for eye candy. I've matured."


Jamie gave him one of her looks. "Right."


* * * * *


Muffin came on as soon as they climbed inside the car. "Max, I have something for you."


"Yeah?"


"I broke through the firewall."


"Which one?"


She hesitated. "The CIA."


"You broke through the CIA's firewall?" Jamie cried. "Are the two of you crazy!"


"Calm down," Max told her.


"Calm down? How do you expect me to calm down? You're going to prison for the rest of your life. And they're going to take me with you, even though I don't have anything to do with this. Double damn. I should probably have a cigarette." She reached for her purse.


"Don't do it," Max said. "You'll set off the sprinkler system."


Jamie went on. "I have always made it a point to stay on the right side of the law. I don't jaywalk, and the time I discovered a carton of soft drinks on the bottom of my grocery cart that I forgot to pay for I drove right back to the store and took care of it."


Max looked amused. "I'll bet you're one of those who've never had a parking ticket, right?"


Jamie opened her mouth, then clamped it shut.


Max glanced at her. "Uh-oh, Muffin, I think Jamie's about to confess to a heinous crime."


"I forgot about the parking ticket," she whispered.


"I'm sorry, I didn't hear you."


"I was barely twenty years old at the time. I parked in front of the Hallmark shop on Main Street, saw there were six minutes left on the meter and ran inside. I'd planned to grab a birthday card and get back before the time ran out, but once I got inside I couldn't decide on a card and, well—" She paused. "I completely forgot about the meter. When I came out a cop was writing a ticket. Cost me three dollars."


"Did you hear that, Muffin? Jamie's got a record.


Sounds like we got a troublemaker on our hands."


"Maybe we shouldn't have given her all our secret information."


"I hope she doesn't try to sell them to some of her friends in the big house," Max said.


"Very funny," Jamie said. "So I got a parking ticket. What you're doing is a federal offense."


"Tell me what you found out, Muffin," Max said calmly.


"Well, if you think Jamie's trouble, wait till you hear about Swamp Dog. He's dangerous, Max. You don't want to piss off this guy. You don't even want to exchange Christmas cards with him."


"Yeah? What'd he do?"


"He was in Special Forces in Vietnam, but his records have been sealed. It was hell getting in; I used every trick in the book, so to speak. Swamp Dog, aka Jim Hodges, lost it, went right over the edge after losing all his men on a secret mission."


"What'd he do?" Jamie asked.


Muffin paused. "He committed a number of atrocities against civilians. Trust me, you don't want the details. But as far as the government is concerned, it never happened."


"Isn't the government afraid Swamp Dog will talk?" Jamie asked. "Or, in his case, brag? He could make a lot of money selling his story."


"The government is paying a shitload of money to keep him quiet," Muffin replied.


Jamie grunted. "You wouldn't know it by the way he lives. Besides, if he's got all that money why is he poaching?"


"It's not about money," Max said. "It's about breaking all the rules and laughing in people's faces while he's doing it."


"He wants the money as well," Muffin said. "He supports a number of causes, specifically paramilitary organizations, and the damn Ku Klux Klan, for God's sake."


"Sounds like it would be easier if the government put him behind bars for the rest of his life," Jamie said. "Or took him out."


"They can't," Muffin said. "Swamp Dog has too much information on their black ops and mistakes, and it's all well documented. He's got it hidden—the government can't find where, and he's got a fail-safe on it. Something happens to him, the lid is blown off the whole thing."


"He lives like an animal because he is an animal," Jamie said.


"You've got a call coming in, Max," Muffin said. "It's Lamar Tevis from the police department."


"I'll take it on the speaker phone."


"Max, is that you?" Lamar asked once Muffin put him through.


"Yeah. What's up, Chief?"


"We got problems. Alexa Sanders's boy is missing. Somebody broke into the house tonight while they were sleeping and snatched him right out of his bed. Ms. Sanders asked me to contact you. Said you'd know what to do."



[bookmark: chapter_14]Chapter Fourteen


Max and Jamie arrived at Alexa's place fifteen minutes later. Patrol cars surrounded the small frame house that was painted a robin's egg blue and surrounded by a flower bed where orange tiger lilies grew in abundance. They found Alexa and Lamar were talking quietly in the living room. Her eyes were swollen from crying. She stood the minute she spied Max.


"You know why this happened," she said.


Max took her hand. "We'll find your son. First, I need the facts."


"I've already gotten the facts," Lamar said.


"I want to hear them from Alexa."


Alexa sniffed and mopped her eyes with a tissue. "Like I told Lamar, I went into Danny's room to check on him before I went to bed."


"What time?"


"Shortly after ten. When I went in, I found him gone. Danny's diabetic. If he doesn't eat the right food on schedule or he misses his insulin injection—" She paused and choked back fresh tears. "He could go into a diabetic coma."


"That's not going to happen, Alexa," Max said. "Now, did you hear anything in the house before you noticed he was missing?"


She shook her head. "I was watching TV in my bedroom."


"Your doors were locked?"


"Yes, but I had the windows open so we could get a breeze. I can't afford to keep the air-conditioning on."


"The screen has been cut in Danny's room," Lamar said. "I smelled chloroform on the boy's pillow, so he probably slept through most of it."


Jamie took Alexa's hand in hers. "Is there anything I can do?" she asked.


Alexa looked from her to Max. "He's all I have. Find him."


* * * * *


"Holy hell, Frankie!" Beenie said. "Would you look at the knockers on this babe?" He passed the magazine to Frankie, but Deedee snatched it from her husband's hand.


"Don't you dare, Frankie Fontana. The only knockers you're going to look at are mine."


"Oh, yeah. I wasn't thinking."


Beenie stretched. "Man, I'm bored. I should go out."


Deedee regarded him in his jeans, a wrinkled T-shirt, and old sneakers. "You're not supposed to drive."


"You feel like doing a little night fishing, Frankie?"


Frankie started to answer when the front door opened. Big John led Swamp Dog into the room. His black eye patch appeared more ominous.


"Duncan just called my cell phone," he said. "They found Choo-Choo."


Deedee leapt from the sofa. "Where is he? Is he okay?"


"Who's Choo-Choo?" Beenie said.


Deedee waved her hand at him impatiently. "My dog. Is my little boy all right?" Deedee repeated.


Swamp Dog nodded. "He's fine. Duncan is trying to grab a nap since he hasn't slept in about eighteen hours so I offered to drive over and pick up the pooch."


"I'm going with you," Deedee said. "Choo-Choo gets nervous around strangers."


Frankie put his hand on her shoulder. "I'll go, sweetheart." He looked at Swamp Dog. "How long will it take? I don't like leaving Deedee."


"He was found in an abandoned building in town. I don't know the details, only that Duncan wants me to pick him up right away. We can drive over and back in twenty minutes."


Frankie got up. "Let's hit the road."


"But Frankie—" Deedee tried to argue.


"You need to stay with Beenie," he said.


"You want me to tag along?" Big John asked.


"No. I don't want anyone coming through that door while I'm gone."


Big John nodded.


"We can go in my old truck," Swamp Dog said "It'll be quicker that way." They hurried out.


"You know where I'll be if you need me," Big John told Deedee, returning to his post at the front door.


"I don't like it," Deedee whispered to Beenie once they were alone. "Something doesn't feel right."


"What are you worried about?" he asked.


"I'm sure you don't remember all that's gone on around here, but believe me, we've all been in a lot of danger."


"I assumed as much when I regained consciousness in the ambulance."


"I don't like the idea of Frankie going off like that with—"


"Swamp Dog?"


She nodded. "He looks evil."


"Yeah, he even sounds evil, and if you ask me he's got a sucky attitude. I could probably take him down."


Deedee ignored him and began to pace. She turned for the door. "Come with me."


"What?"


"I need your help."


Beenie sighed and followed her into the kitchen where Choker was making a sandwich. He smiled at Deedee.


"You want me to relieve you for a while?" Beenie asked.


Choker looked straight at him, but it was obvious he was trying to keep a straight face. "I think I can handle it, cowboy."


Deedee headed for the door to the wine cellar.


"What are you doing?" Choker asked.


"They've found Choo-Choo," she said excitedly. "I want plenty of champagne on hand to celebrate."


"I'll get it," Choker said.


Deedee shook her head. "Oh, you'll never find it. I keep the good stuff at the very back of the cellar. Even I have trouble finding it."


"So I'll look," Choker said with a shrug. "John Wayne here can look after you while I'm gone." He started down the stairs.


"Would you please tell me what you're doing?" Beenie demanded.


"We're going after Frankie."


He crossed his arms over his chest. "Has your curling iron fried your brain, lady? Why would I want to do something stupid like that when your husband specifically told you to stay put?"


"Because you and I used to be very close, and when your memory returns you're going to feel crummy for not helping me."


"Okay, one more time in case you misunderstood. Frankie said—"


"I don't care what Frankie said, and I'm tired of being treated like a porcelain doll that will break at any moment. I still have a mind of my own."


"Good speech. What are you trying to say?"


"I'll go alone."


Beenie blocked the door. He sized Deedee up. "Just how close were we?"


She hesitated. Finally, she put her hands on either side of Beenie's face and kissed him passionately. She released him, and he whistled under his breath.


"Does your husband know?"


"He doesn't care what I do." Deedee smiled beguilingly and opened the back door. The security guard looked up. "I need a teensy-weensy favor," she told the man. "Choker, the wrestler, is in the cellar looking for champagne. I don't want him down there alone."


"We have a man posted down there, ma'am," the guard said.


"Yes, but I'd feel so much better if you'd check on him," she said, pinching his cheek lightly. "He's been down there a long time, and well—" She whispered the rest. "He's terrified of spiders. Are you afraid of spiders?"


The man straightened his shoulders. "Absolutely not. I'll be happy to help." He opened the door to the cellar and started down the stairs.


Deedee waited for a moment before closing the door softly and turning the lock. Beenie grinned, and they hurried out the back door. "This way," she said, heading toward Jamie's car.


Beenie reached it first. "There aren't any keys in the ignition."


"I know where she keeps her spare." Deedee reached inside the rear bumper. She pulled out a black case with a magnet on one side, opened it, and produced a key. "You'll have to drive," she said. "My license has been suspended because I keep running into people with my car."


"I thought I wasn't supposed to drive because of my concussion."


"You're going to let something silly like that stop you?"


"Hell, no."


"Then hurry up and let's get out of here. Once Choker realizes he's been locked in the cellar he'll kick down the door." They climbed inside Jamie's car. Beenie started the engine, put the car into gear and they shot off. They passed the guard at the gate who looked up in surprise when they didn't stop to sign out.


"Faster," Deedee said. "Maybe if we're lucky we can catch up. But don't get too close. I don't want Swamp Dog to know we're following him."


Beenie shot her a look of pure annoyance. "Look, I know what I'm doing, okay? Just keep quiet and let me do the driving. By the way, you're going to owe me big time for this."


"I'll take you to Charleston on a shopping spree," she said. "We'll have lunch at your favorite restaurant."


He frowned at her. "Why the hell would I want to go shopping?"


She sighed. "Oh, never mind. How about I just buy you a pack of Redman chewing tobacco and a case of beer?"


"That'll work." He looked her over. "But I have something better in mind."


"Sheesh!" Deedee said.


* * * * *


Max dialed Duncan's cell phone, and the man picked up on the first ring. "Find Swamp Dog," Max said without preamble.


"I was just about to call you," Duncan replied. "We have a problem."


"I'm listening."


"Swamp Dog left with Frankie not more than fifteen minutes ago. Claimed they found the Deedee's dog."


"What the hell are you talking about?" Max demanded, startling Jamie and Alexa, who were sitting on the sofa across from him.


"It gets worse," Duncan said. "Deedee and her houseboy took off right behind them. Just flew right through the security checkpoint. I was trying to grab some well-needed shut-eye in my truck when one of the guys alerted me. I've already sent a crew out looking for them, but they've got a ten-minute head start on us."


"How could this have happened?" Max said.


"Deedee locked Choker and another guard in the cellar. By the time Choker broke the door down they were gone."


"That sister of mine just doesn't give up. Anything else?"


"Yeah. Is Swamp Dog on our side or not?"


"I don't think Swamp Dog takes sides," Max said. "Consider him dangerous and call me when you know something."


"What's going on?" Jamie asked as soon as Max hung up.


He quickly repeated the story.


"I've heard of Swamp Dog," Alexa said, the color leaving her face. "If he's involved in this, my son could already be dead."


Max glanced around the room. "I need your help, Alexa. You wrote the word 'EPSCO' on the last page of the budget printout. We can't find anything on it. I think it's a password to something."


"I don't know what it means," she said. "Old man Grimby doodles a lot when he's on the phone. I saw the word and wrote it down. What does this have to do with my son?"


"This town is filled with corruption, Alexa, but you already know it, or you wouldn't have given me the name EPSCO."


Alexa remained silent.


"This may be important," Max said.


Jamie noted the look of fear in the woman's eyes. "Have you been threatened? Is that why you're scared to talk?"


"If I implicate anyone I could be implicated, as well," she said.


"How?" Max asked.


"Someone set up an account for Danny in the amount of fifty thousand dollars. I was so scared I burned the letter, but I know the account is being held in a Delaware bank."


"Do you remember who sent the letter?" Max asked.


"There was no return address. I'm scared, Max. These people mean business. As long as I played along I was okay."


"You wouldn't get into trouble for printing out the city budget," Max reminded her. "Besides, it's a fake."


"Yes. So why are they doing this? And why not take me? Danny has nothing to do with this."


"They're playing with your head, that's all. They knew you'd be more afraid if they took the boy than you would be for yourself. They're counting on the fear factor here, Alexa, believe me. They have no intention of hurting Danny; this is simply payback for cooperating with me in the first place." Max sounded more confident than he felt. He suspected Danny was in grave danger.


"Do you know if Phillip is involved in this?" Jamie asked.


Alexa gave her a blank look. "He's the one who sent you to my office. If he were trying to keep you from finding out anything, why would he do that?"


Jamie nibbled her bottom lip as she considered it.


"Excuse me," Max said. "I need to get on my computer." He hurried away.


"His computer is in his car," Jamie told Alexa.


"Don't you think Lamar should call the FBI?" Alexa asked, wringing her hands. "After all, this is a kidnapping case."


"Just hold tight," Jamie said. "Max's computer is probably more sophisticated than what the FBI has."


* * * * *


Max slipped into his car. "I've got information for you, Muffin."


"It's about the missing boy, right? Danny Sanders?"


"Yeah. Someone set up an account for him in a bank in Delaware in hopes of keeping his mother quiet. I think that's where the missing dollars are going. Banking laws are fairly lenient in that state so money could easily be laundered and forwarded to another location. I think EPSCO might be the password we need to get in."


"Okay, searching now."


"How long will it take?"


"There are a shitload of financial institutions, Max, and we don't know if it's the password into the bank, or a private account. I'll let you know if I get a hit. Anything else?"


"I just thought of something. I'll get back to you."


* * * * *


"Is this the place?" Frankie asked once Swamp Dog slowed and turned into the parking lot of the city municipal building.


"Yeah." Swamp Dog reached beneath his seat and pulled out a remote-control device. He pushed a button, and a door rose. He drove inside, and the door closed. "This is it, pal. The end of the road."


Frankie nodded as though he understood. "I only have one request. I don't care what you do with me, but don't hurt my wife."


"If I was interested in her I would have led them here. She and her houseboy have been following us since we left the house. Right now they're so lost they don't know which way is up." Swamp Dog grinned. "It's you they want, Fontana. You and your genius cousin, Max Holt."


"You won't be able to get your hands on him."


"Watch me."


* * * * *


"Shit!" Beenie said. "Where'd they go? I saw them turn down this street."


"You idiot!" Deedee cried. "I told you to speed up."


Beenie glared at her. "You talk to me like that again, and I'm going to put you out of the car, you got that?" They bounced along the road for a moment. "Oh, damn," he said.


"What is it?" Deedee cried.


"I just remembered who hit me. That bastard Swamp Dog. I never saw him, but I'd know that voice anywhere."


Deedee gasped in horror. She grabbed Beenie's arm. "We have to find them!" she all but shrieked.


The car swerved to one side, almost running into a ditch. "Get your hands off of me, you crazy woman!" Beenie turned the steering wheel in the opposite direction but overcorrected and lost control. Deedee screamed as they slammed into a tree.


"Are you okay?" she asked Beenie.


"Hell, no, I'm not okay," he yelled. "I hit my damn head on the steering wheel. You could have gotten us both killed."


Deedee grimaced. "You've gone and wrecked Jamie's car. She'll never forgive me. What do we do now?"


"It's a no-brainer, lady. We hoof it."


* * * * *


"Think, Alexa," Max prodded. "If somebody in the city were trying to hide something or someone, where would they go?"


She twisted her hands nervously. "I don't know. If I did, I'd tell you."


A middle-aged man stepped through the front door. He wore a collar. "Alexa?"


She turned. "Father Joseph? What are you doing here? Oh, God, it's bad news, isn't it?"


"I came because I heard Danny is missing. I don't know anything, Alexa."


She looked around the room. The officers stood there, faces carved in sympathy and regret. The priest wore a pained expression. "You think he's dead, don't you?" she said, bursting into tears. "All of you think my son is already dead."


"No," Max said. "He's not dead. We have to believe that."


"Let's go somewhere private," Father Joseph said. "I'd like to spend a few minutes with you alone." He led the sobbing woman away.


"What are we going to do?" Jamie asked Max, wondering how long Alexa could hold up. "Do you have a plan?"


Max was prevented from answering when his cell phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket. "Max Holt," he said tersely.


Jamie watched the changes on Max's face. The look in his eyes told her something was wrong, bad wrong. He snapped his phone shut. "I have to leave for a few minutes," he told her. "I want you to stay with Alexa."


"What's happened?"


"Don't automatically assume the worst, okay?"


"I know you, Max. Who just called?"


"It's not important, but I have other business to attend to. I won't be long. Trust me for once."


She studied him. She did trust him, but she knew he took risks, and that's what bothered her.


He glanced around. "I have to let Lamar know I'm going out for a few minutes. I'll be back before you know it."


Jamie waited until Max headed off to talk with Lamar before racing out the front door. She opened the door to Max's car. "Muffin, Max is in trouble," she said. "I don't have time to explain. Open the trunk so I can climb in."


"I don't normally take orders from anyone but Max," Muffin said.


"I'm pretty sure this is a life-or-death situation. If you don't help me now, you might not have Max around to give you orders."


"It's going to be tight in there," Muffin warned, "even though the car was designed with more room than the standard Porsche."


"Yeah, okay," Jamie said, closing the door. The trunk popped open. She was surprised to find it located at the front of the car. Without wasting another second, she ran in that direction. "Oh, damn," she muttered when she saw just how small the trunk was. She climbed in, scrunching her legs beneath her chin, making herself as tiny as she could. She closed it only seconds before Max opened the door, slipped into the front seat and started the engine.


"I have a situation on my hands, Muffin," he said, as the safety bar closed over him, and he shot out of the parking lot. "It's serious."


"I'm all ears."


"Swamp Dog is holed up in the city municipal building. He's got Frankie and Alexa's son. And Deedee's dog," he added.


"A hostage situation?"


"Yeah. Now, listen, if I don't get back to you—"


"Don't talk like that, Max."


"Listen to me, Muffin, this is very important. I've been thinking about the word 'EPSCO.' I think it's a cryptogram for the word 'SCOPE.' "


"Meaning the people involved scope out opportunities to rip off everybody they can."


"That's probably not exactly what they had in mind when they came up with the word, but it means the same thing. It may just be the password to get into those financial organizations in Delaware."


"How come I didn't figure it out on my own, Max? I mean, a child could have done it."


"Because it was too simple, and we have a tendency to make things more complicated than they are. It was staring us right in the face."


"Max, I can't let you go into that building. You're dealing with a madman."


"I can take care of myself."


"Yeah, right. Your sixth-degree black belt won't mean shit to an animal like Swamp Dog. A karate chop is no match for a bullet. I have to notify the FBI. They could grab a chopper and be here in an hour."


"There's no time. Swamp Dog said if I wasn't there in fifteen minutes he would start shooting."
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From inside the trunk, Jamie heard the entire exchange, and her blood ran cold at the thought of Max facing Swamp Dog. Max didn't even carry a weapon, for God's sake! Not that it would matter to a man like Swamp Dog. She tightened her grip to keep from slamming into the side of the trunk as the car careened around a corner. Max was literally flying. After five minutes or so, the car slowed. Jamie felt the car turn several more times before it finally came to a screeching halt.


"Where are we?" Muffin asked.


"I've parked in front of a wooden garage door that's twice the size of a normal one. I assume this is where they store the city trucks and heavy equipment. There's a side door as well. I'll enter the building through it."


"My exterior audio sensors are on," Muffin said.


"I should be able to hear and record everything that goes on in there. So far it's quiet, but my heat sensors tell me Swamp Dog and his hostages are near the back of the warehouse." She paused. "Uh, Max?"


"Yeah?"


"Be careful."


Jamie listened as Max climbed from the car. She waited until she thought he was out of earshot. "Muffin?"


"I'm here."


"Pop the trunk."


There was a moment's hesitation. "Sorry, Jamie. Can't do it."


Jamie blinked in the darkness. "What do you mean you can't do it?"


"It's far too dangerous to let you out."


Jamie's temper flared. "Max is in danger, dammit, and I'm not going to just lie here in a fetal position and wait for Swamp Dog to kill him. Let me out of the damn trunk now!" Jamie was glad Vera wasn't there to collect quarters over her cussing.


Muffin didn't respond.


* * * * *


Mitzi and Lenny had cruised by slowly as Max turned into the driveway of the old building. They pulled into the parking lot of an adjacent building, and Mitzi cut the engine. She reached into her purse for her gun. She turned to Lenny. "Ready?"


He sighed.


"You're going in there with me whether you like it or not."


"I'm not a killer, Mitzi, and neither are you."


"Listen to me, you dumb son of a bitch. There's a lot of money riding on this. We go in, pop the guy, and get the hell out of there. Simple as that."


"We could go back to our old life," Lenny said. "I could get a real job. Ya know, you don't appreciate life until you watch it snuffed out of another person," he added. He met her gaze. "I could take care of you, Mitzi. You wouldn't have to go back to stripping."


Mitzi's mouth fell open in surprise. "You? You can't even wipe your ass, Lenny."


"A man can change if he has reason enough. You're enough reason for me. Vito never appreciated you like I did. Like I still do."


Mitzi looked thoughtful for a moment, but then the hard look returned. She raised her gun, pointing it directly at Lenny. "You either go in there with me now or I'm going to put a hole in your head the size of Texas."


Lenny looked dejected as he reached beneath the seat for his gun. "Maybe dead is better," he said. He got out of the car, and they started for the building.


* * * * *


Max stood just inside the door of the municipal building and waited. The place was a massive storage facility for city equipment, which included bulldozers, trucks, tractors, and yellow cars. The smell of diesel and rust was almost overpowering. Generators hummed, and Max could hear the creak and pop of cooling metal from some of the vehicles.


Swamp Dog stepped from behind one of the trucks, holding a gun. "Nice seeing you again, Max."


"Where are the others?"


"I'll show you." He motioned Max to follow him.


Max did as he was told. Frankie and Alexa's son were tied to a gas tank, their mouths covered with duct tape. Choo-Choo was leashed nearby. He barked and wagged his tail at the sight of Max. "Are you all okay?" Max asked, looking from Frankie to the boy. They nodded. The fear in Danny's eyes was palpable. Max found himself hating Swamp Dog more.


He turned to Swamp Dog. "Let them go. It's me you want. Besides, Frankie has already decided to pull out of the race."


"You think I'm stupid? He knows too much. He'd squeal like a stuck pig if I let him go."


"He doesn't plan to hang around long enough. His wife is already packing their bags for Scottsdale, Arizona. They just want to get the hell out of here and start a new life."


Swamp Dog shrugged. "You don't get it, Holt. I don't care about any of this."


"What about the boy? What did he do wrong?"


"His mother has a big mouth."


"That's the problem with you and the people you're working for. You're so damn greedy and paranoid you don't know what you're doing. Alexa Sanders would never say anything to jeopardize her son's life. I want you to untie him and send him on his way."


"I told you a long time ago I play by my own rules," Swamp Dog said. "I've decided to up the ante. You want your friends and that stupid mutt to stay alive, then you have to kill me." His look was menacing. "If I kill you, I get to take them out as well."


Max's eyes hardened. He almost choked on his anger. He had never killed, but he knew he could kill the man before him and never regret it. But he had to keep that anger in check, keep his wits about him because others were involved.


"I'm unarmed. You plan to gun down a defenseless man, Hodges?"


"I don't know anyone by that name."


"Sure you do. That was the name you used to go by. When you were a big brave soldier in Special Forces," he added. "Until you went over the edge. You lost it, didn't you?"


"Go screw yourself, Holt. You don't know shit."


"I know all of it."


Swamp Dog's face twisted into a painful snarl. "I have all the more reason to kill you now. But I'm no coward. You want hand-to-hand combat, I can do that, too." He laid down the gun and kicked it aside. Very slowly, he approached Max.


Max waited, his face void of expression, eyes alert and trained on the man before him. Suddenly, Swamp Dog rushed him. Max stepped to one side and gave him a kick that sent him flying into a bulldozer.


Swamp Dog stood up and wiped a trickle of blood off the side of his face. He smiled. "This is going to be more fun than I thought. I do love killing people who can give me a run for my money."


"That's not the information I have," Max said. "I hear you like taking down innocent women and children."


"The enemy always looks the same."


Max decided to try to keep him talking until he could come up with a plan. "Why'd you come to work for me?"


"Because I like getting close to the enemy. Close enough to feel the knife go in."


"Why did you kill Vito? Wouldn't it have been simpler to let him shoot me and get it over with?"


"The guy kept getting in my way. I took him out so I could have the pleasure of killing you myself."


"You had the opportunity on your boat that day."


"You don't understand warfare, Holt. It takes only seconds to kill. What fun is that? I like watching my prey squirm."


The two men circled each other as they talked, each gauging their opponent. All at once, Swamp Dog moved like lightning, ramming his head into Max's belly. Air gushed from Max's lungs and he staggered back, barely evading Swamp Dog's grasping hands.


"Whatsa matter, rich boy?" Swamp Dog taunted. "Never been in a fight with a real man before? Or maybe you're used to hiring somebody else to do your fighting."


Max blinked several times to clear his head, and then lashed out with his foot. The front kick connected solidly with Swamp Dog's stomach, doubling him over. The man had no time to recover before Max followed up with a roundhouse kick to the head. Swamp Dog dropped like a felled oak. Max followed him down and pinned him to the floor.


Swamp Dog bucked like a wild bronco beneath Max, trying to break Max's hold. Swamp Dog gave one final heave, and threw him off. They grappled together, each desperate to gain the advantage. Out of the murderous scrimmage, Swamp Dog found an opening and reached for Max's neck, reaching, reaching, until finally he closed his hands around it and began to squeeze. "You're a dead man, Holt." His eyes glittered with rage.


"Pretend I'm an innocent woman or child," Max managed. "Isn't that the way"—he paused and tried to suck in much-needed oxygen—"you like it?" He grabbed for Swamp Dog's thumbs and twisted hard.


Swamp Dog howled like an injured animal.


"What did you do to them?" Max demanded, staring into the face of a mad man.


"What I'm going to do to you, asshole."


Max couldn't allow Swamp Dog to win this fight. He couldn't let this psycho kill Frankie and Danny. Alexa's boy. Deedee's husband.


He summoned every ounce of strength he had left. Breaking Swamp Dog's hold, Max took one precious split-second window of opportunity. With a carefully aimed chop, he landed a blow to the man's larynx. Swamp Dog clutched his throat, his face distorted in agony. Max struggled to catch his breath.


With the speed of a trained killer, Swamp Dog reached for his abandoned gun. Max scrambled toward him, but it was too late. Swamp Dog raised the gun and aimed it at Max.


A shot rang out, echoing inside the large building. Max froze. Swamp Dog gazed at him in disbelief before his eyes glazed over. The gun fell from his limp fingers and clattered against the floor.


All was silent. Max glanced around. Finally, he heard the sound of high heels. Annabelle Standish stepped from behind one of the bulldozers and smiled at Max. She was regal, dressed in clothes that had never come off a rack.


The gun looked incongruous in her delicate hand.


Max stood. "That pistol doesn't go with your outfit, Annabelle," he said.


"Good evening, Mr. Holt."


Max stood, still panting from the fight. He did not look surprised to see her. "You'll have to excuse my appearance, I've been doing a little hand-to-hand combat."


Annabelle looked at Swamp Dog. "Disgusting fellow, wasn't he? White trash, that's all he was."


"Well, you certainly showed him what happens to folks born on the wrong side of the tracks."


"He disobeyed my orders. When I pay someone to do a job, I expect them to follow through."


"And he was paid to kill me?" Max said. "You know, he tried. He came very close the first night I was in town."


"Don't be ridiculous. We had nothing to do with that." She glanced at Frankie. "Swamp Dog was hired to scare off Frankie, that's all. But then you came into the picture and started nosing around, and that changed everything. You should have minded your own business, Mr. Holt. It would have been so much simpler."


"And just let you people keep scamming the taxpayers?"


"This town is a better place because of people like me." She drew herself up proudly. "Some people are whiners and complainers, Max. I get things done."


"And pad your pockets along the way."


"You're saying I should do it for nothing?"


"That's how you ended up being touted the most charitable woman in town."


"It gets good press and encourages others to dig deeply into their pockets."


"But it's getting harder for them to keep lining your pocketbook because of all the tax increases. You and your cohorts would have probably gotten away with it, but you all got greedy."


Annabelle opened her mouth to respond but turned when the side door to the building creaked open. Beenie and Deedee peeked inside the door. Max took a step toward Annabelle, but she trained her gun on him. "Don't move," she said. Then, in a voice a Southern hostess would use for welcoming guests, she called out to Deedee. "Please join us, Mrs. Fontana. So glad you could make it."


Deedee and Beenie looked at one another as though unsure what to do. Finally, Deedee spotted Frankie. She hurried inside, with Beenie close behind. "Oh, my God!" She turned to Annabelle. "Why is my husband and that boy tied up?" she demanded. "And why are you holding that gun on Max?"


"You're in no position to question me, dear. Now, you and your servant boy behave yourselves and go stand next to Max."


Beenie bristled. "I am not a servant boy, thank you very much. I am Mrs. Fontana's personal assistant."


Deedee snapped her head in his direction. "You got your memory back?"


"Yes, and I'm totally disgusted with the whole thing. Why am I dressed like some man in a beer commercial? And would you look at your shoes. You've ruined a perfectly good pair of Manolo Blahnik heels."


"I stepped in mud," she said. "Look, you've got mud on your sneakers."


Beenie sighed. "Good thing I'm not wearing my Tod's. Who picked out this outfit anyway, Frankie's wrestling buddies? I'm surprised I'm not in a T-shirt brandishing a beer label."


"You forgot you were gay and started acting like a guy."


Beenie's hands fluttered to his throat. "Oh, Lord, say it ain't so. I didn't go hunting or anything like that, did I?"


Max and Annabelle watched the exchange in silence. "Okay, that's enough silliness," Annabelle said. "Perhaps you two don't realize the seriousness of the situation."


Beenie struck a pose and tapped his bottom lip with one finger. "I see a gun and a couple of hostages. Doesn't take a mobile home falling on me to understand what's going on. I'm not an imbecile."


"Phillip said you were foolish," Annabelle said.


Beenie shrugged. "Phillip has poor taste in ties so who's the bigger fool?"


"Would you shut up, you idiot?" Deedee cried. "Do you want to get us all killed?" She flashed a worried look toward Frankie. Her husband struggled with the ropes on his wrists.


"Both of you do as Mrs. Standish says," Max told them. He looked at Annabelle. "What's the plan here?" he asked. "Are you really going to kill all of us?"


"You've left me no choice, Mr. Holt. You know too much."


"And what are you going to do with the bodies?" he asked. "I can't imagine a woman like you digging graves. You'll get bloodstains on your nice dress. What will your dry cleaner think?"


"You underestimate me, Mr. Holt," she said calmly. "I would never have walked through that door without a plan." She nodded toward the gas tanks where Frankie and Danny were tied. "Swamp Dog made it easy for me by tying the hostages to those gas tanks. By the time the authorities find all of you, you'll be burned beyond recognition. And I'll be home sipping tea and planning my next social event."


"That's a pretty good cover for an embezzler and killer."


She shrugged. "People see what they want to see."


* * * * *


Jamie banged against the inside of the trunk. "Muffin, I swear to God, you are going to rue the day you locked me in this trunk."


"Be quiet," Muffin said. "I'm trying to hear what's going on inside, but it's almost impossible with all the noise you're making."


"You heard that shot," Jamie cried. "Max is probably dead." Hot tears filled her eyes. She had never been angrier in her life.


"I told you, Max isn't dead. He's moving around in there. I am still able to pick up his voice now and then, but I can't make out the words. I think he's talking to a woman."


"Do you hear Swamp Dog?"


"No. I think he may have been the one shot."


"What if—"


"Shut up, already," Muffin said. "I just dialed nine-one-one."


Jamie gave a snort of disgust. "Everybody will be dead by then."


* * * * *


"Let them go, Annabelle," Max said softly. "Deal with me."


"I'm in charge here, Max. Not you." She smiled. "I like power. I like knowing I hold everybody's lives in my hands."


"So you're into control. Tell me, do you try to control your son as well? Is that why he has kept quiet about this or is he a team player?" Max decided it was best to keep her talking. Until he could come up with a plan of his own.


"Phillip knows nothing," she snapped, "and if I were trying to control him he wouldn't be marrying Jamie Swift. He's much too good for her."


"The only reason you haven't tried to put a stop to it is because you know you'll alienate him," Max said. "Isn't that right?"


Her eyes narrowed.


"But guess what?" Max went on. "Once Phillip is happily married you won't take priority in his life anymore."


"My son is devoted to me."


Max laughed. "That's all going to change after the wedding. You know he and Jamie are looking for a home of their own. He's even thinking of moving his practice to another state. Neither of them want to live under the same roof with you." It was a lie, but Max knew it would get to her.


Annabelle looked aghast. "That's not true!"


"He's not going to be around to kowtow to your every whim. He'll start avoiding your calls. He'll see you as a burden." Max allowed a small smile. "That's not going to sit well with you, is it? You were counting on Phillip looking after you when you become old and feeble. He's not going to have time, what with his own family. You'll end up in a nursing home eating strained carrots and wondering why he doesn't visit."


"Shut up!" Without warning, Annabelle turned and fired a shot at the gas tank next to Frankie. The bullet missed its target and hit the man instead.


Deedee screamed as Frankie jerked back, then slumped against the gas tank. She started toward him, but Max grabbed her.


"Don't move," he muttered under his breath.


"That bitch shot my husband," Deedee cried. She looked at Annabelle. "Why don't you toss that gun aside and take me on, you big snob? I think a good catfight might teach you some manners."


"Didn't you used to jump out of cakes for a living, Mrs. Fontana? If it weren't for your boy you'd still be dressing like you belong in a bowling alley." She gave a menacing smile. "Speaking of your boy." She aimed the gun at Beenie.


"Hold it right there, lady," Beenie said. He looked at Deedee. "If she kills me would you please see that I'm not buried in this outfit? I want to be dressed in my white linen Armani suit."


* * * * *


Jamie cried out when she heard the second shot. "Do something, Muffin!"


"Get in the car," Muffin ordered. The lid to the trunk popped open. Jamie scrambled out and opened the door to the car, then jumped when Muffin hit a siren. She slid inside and started the engine.


"What are you doing?" Muffin demanded.


"I'm going in."


"Oh, no you're not." Muffin cut the engine.


"We have no choice."


"I'm not putting you in the line of danger," Muffin said.


"Frankenstein!" Jamie shouted.


"Shit," Muffin muttered.


"Disable AI."


Silence. Jamie restarted the engine, waited for the safety bar to close over her, and slammed into first gear. She closed her eyes and rammed the accelerator to the floor. The car leapt forward.


Deedee screamed as Max's car ripped through the wooden garage door. Annabelle, already shaken and distracted over the sound of the siren, accidentally dropped her gun. She reached for it. Max lunged for her. They struggled, and the gun went off.


Jamie climbed from the car and watched Annabelle go limp in Max's arms, the look in the woman's eyes dazed and surprised as she gazed down in disbelief at the red stain spreading across her abdomen. Max simply held her, his expression sad.


"Help is on the way," Jamie said.


Deedee raced toward Frankie and Danny. She ripped the tape off Frankie's mouth, and he raised his head and smiled.


Deedee cried out, so startled she almost fell over. "Oh, Jesus, oh, Jesus—" she whispered in a heartfelt prayer.


"I'm okay, Deedee," he said.


"You're bleeding!"


"I'm fine. She just winged me. The bullet grazed my shoulder, honey. It hurts like hell, but at least she didn't hit the gas tank."


"I thought you were dead!"


"I only pretended because I hoped she wouldn't fire again. Untie the boy, sweetheart. And give Choo-Choo a hug."


* * * * *


Mitzi and Lenny, who'd overheard the whole thing while in the process of trying to get into the building undetected, looked at one another and blinked.


"Do we really want to get in the middle of this, Mitzi?" Lenny said. "They've got guns in there, and they're not afraid to use them. We're going to get killed."


The hard look in Mitzi's eyes had been replaced with fear. She looked at the gun in her hand. Finally, she dropped it. "To hell with it, man. I'm going home."


* * * * *


Ten minutes later, the municipal building was surrounded by police cars and several ambulances. Swamp Dog lay in one, his body draped with a sheet, and a bleeding Annabelle had just been whisked away in another ambulance to the emergency room. A paramedic tended to Frankie's wound while Deedee fussed with her husband like a mother hen. Max, who'd already placed a call to Alexa, had lifted Danny onto a large bulldozer, and the kid was having the time of his life pretending to drive it. Jamie and Beenie watched with a smile.


Alexa cried out when she spotted her son, and Max helped Danny down and into the arms of his frantic mother.


"I'm not hurt, Mom," the boy said, as Alexa searched for wounds.


Alexa looked up at Max, her eyes swimming with tears. "I thought—" She shuddered.


Max smiled gently. "Take your son home," he said. "He'll be safe now."


She nodded and led the boy from the building. Lamar came through the door and shook Danny's hand on the way out. He spotted Max and hurried over.


"The FBI is on the way." Lamar grew serious. "You took a big chance coming here on your own, Holt. You could have been killed. The hostages could have been killed."


Max kept his mouth shut. It wasn't the first time he'd been taken to task over interfering with an investigation, and it wouldn't be the last.


"I have something for you," Max said. "There are certain documents in my car that should be in your possession before the FBI arrives and takes over. My computer is trying to open files in a financial institution in Delaware. Once we get a hit, you'll probably have the location where the town's tax dollars have been going, as well as who all the players are." I'll get them to you before we leave.


"Is Annabelle Standish involved?"


"I suspect she's the queen bee of the operation."


Lamar sighed. "Man, I hope she lives. I'd love to lock that snooty woman behind bars." He looked at Max. "You know, this whole thing has been confusing. I'm still trying to figure out how that Vito guy got involved."


"I have every confidence that you'll succeed," Max said.


"Thanks." Lamar offered his hand, and they shook. "For everything." He started to walk away, then slapped an open palm against his forehead. "Blast it, I almost forgot. I'm just not used to all this action. Every time I turn around there's something else going on, you know?"


"What is it?" Max said.


"I just got a call from the fire department. Swamp Dog's houseboat is burning out of control. The fire chief says you can see the blaze for miles."


Max simply nodded.


"You don't look surprised."


"Nothing would surprise me at this point."


Lamar joined the other officers and Max walked over to Jamie and Beenie who were deep in conversation, Beenie gesturing with his hands as he spoke. "What's going on?" he asked.


"Beenie's just ticked off," she said.


"She's right," Beenie said. "I'm sick and damn tired of people pushing me around. I may be gay, but that doesn't mean I can't defend myself. After all, I was John Wayne for a while, you know? He used to be my hero."


"You don't have to take crap from nobody," Jamie told him.


"I think you were very brave," Max said. "You really told Annabelle Standish where to get off. And she was holding a gun on you."


Beenie looked thoughtful. "I think there are probably worse things than being shot." He looked at Jamie. "Like having people make fun of you all the time. I'm not going to tolerate it anymore." He sighed heavily. "But right now I just want to slip into my Calvin Klein jammies and sleep for a week."


"You deserve it," Jamie said.


Suddenly, Beenie looked up in alarm. "Oh, God, Jamie, you're going to hate me when I tell you what I did to your car."


* * * * *


Three nights later, Frankie climbed the stairs to the bandstand in the courthouse square.


The crowd broke into hearty applause at the sight of him. Jamie and Deedee smiled at one another.


"My Frankie is so brave," Deedee whispered. "I know his shoulder hurts like the dickens, but he would die before he'd let on."


"What about me?" Beenie whined. "My head still hurts, but nobody cares about that."


Max stood there quietly, watching his brother-in-law get ready to give the most important speech of his political career. Alexa and Danny had joined the group, as had Snakeman, Big John, and Choker. Vera and Mike stood in the front. Mike was getting the speech on tape while Vera snapped pictures for the newspaper.


Frankie beamed at the roaring crowd. "Ladies and gentlemen," he began. "As you know from reading the newspaper and watching TV, our town is undergoing tremendous changes. I promised to look into your missing tax dollars, and with the help of a number of good people and our fine police chief, we have already managed to get most of the answers."


More applause.


"The investigation continues," Frankie said, "and I promise that everyone involved in the corruption will be prosecuted. I will see that justice is served." He was forced to pause again as the crowd cheered.


"Tomorrow, when you go into that voting booth, I only ask you to remember one thing. As mayor of Beaumont, I will keep my promises. I will cut taxes and fight wasteful spending, and I will do everything possible to see that the fraudulent tax dollars that were stolen are returned to each and every one of you. It's your money. You earned it."


The crowd went wild.


Max looked at Jamie. "Guess we know who's going to win the election tomorrow."


She nodded. "It would be kind of hard for him to lose, seeing as how the present mayor is under investigation for embezzlement."


Max smiled. "That does better Frankie's chances."


"Uh, Max, we need to talk," she said. "My lawyer called me this afternoon and—"


"Why don't we talk later?" he suggested. "I don't want to miss the rest of Frankie's speech." Max felt someone nudge his arm and found Police Chief Lamar Tevis by his side.


"We done good, Holt," he said. "Why don't you sign on as one of my deputies? I've got my work cut out for me, you know. Can't even find the time to do a little fishing."


"From what I hear, you've been a busy man the past couple of days."


"Yes, well, I have friends in high places." He winked, and then grew serious. "I guess you heard a couple of our town's finest packed their bags and hightailed it out of here in the middle of the night."


"Nobody has seen hide nor hair of Grimby," Alexa said. "Talk about job security. I'm practically the only one left on my floor."


"Alexa has been a big help to me," Lamar said.


"Just don't keep her too long," Max said, smiling at the woman and ruffling Danny's hair. "I know you need her right now, but she's got a job waiting for her elsewhere if she wants it."


"She'd make a fine city auditor," Lamar said.


Max arched one brow as he regarded Alexa. "Are you considering it?"


She shrugged. "Old man Grimby is obviously on the run, so I need to hang around and get this mess sorted out."


Max took her hand and squeezed it. "You do what you need to do. You have my card."


They faced the stage when the crowd burst out with fresh applause. Max listened for a few minutes, then turned, trying to thread his way through the people.


Jamie glanced around and saw that Max was gone. Where could he be? she wondered. "Deedee, have you seen Max?"


"No, honey. Maybe he went to the concession stand."


Jamie pushed through the crowd, calling loudly to Max. She felt a knot of anxiety in the pit of her stomach. Had Max simply decided to leave without saying good-bye to her?


It seemed to take forever for her to escape the throng of people. Jamie sighed a breath of relief when she spied Max heading toward his car, which had miraculously come through the crash without so much as a scratch.


"Max!" she yelled. "Wait!" He kept on walking. "Double damn," she said, knowing he would never hear her with all the noise. She took off in a run. He turned as she caught up with him. "Where are you going?" she asked.


"Jamie, you should be with the others."


"You're leaving, aren't you? You were just going to leave without saying good-bye. I don't believe it."


He smiled and tugged a strand of her blond hair. "I knew it would feel like silk, and I was right." His look softened. "I have other business waiting," he said. "Besides, your fiance needs you right now, what with his mother still hospitalized in critical condition."


"Max—" Jamie tried to speak but her tongue suddenly felt weighted. "The engagement is off."


He looked amused. "This is a hell of a time to call it quits with the poor guy, don't you think? Talk about kicking a man when he's down."


"I had no choice. Phillip suspected all along that things weren't right, but he looked the other way because he wanted to protect his mother. The same woman who tried to kill my friends," she added.


"He probably won't be indicted."


"I can't marry him."


"Because you're hot for me?"


Jamie rolled her eyes in order to keep him from seeing how close to the truth he was. "You never give up, Holt." She crossed her arms over her breasts. "I don't love Phillip the way a wife should. He knew it, but he figured things would change in time. I'm not prepared to wait that long or take the chance that it'll never happen."


"Look, Jamie, you had your life all figured out before I got here. I had no right to interfere. I'm sorry."


"So you're just going to take off for Tennessee and look for that preacher?"


Max hesitated. "Like they say, it's not over till it's over."


Jamie nodded. "Okay, what you're saying is that we still have more work to do."


"We?"


"These people tried to kill me, too, Max. I'm just as involved as you are."


"No way, Jamie. I have a feeling the person I'm looking for is a whole lot more dangerous than anything we've come up against so far."


She walked over to Max's car and waited. "Let's go," she said.


"Jamie—"


"If you won't open the door for me I'll ride in the trunk like before. Or I'll follow you."


Max grinned. "You can't follow me. Your car's in the shop, remember?"


"And it'll probably be there for six months, so you owe me a ride."


Max sighed. "Jamie, I don't know how long I'll be gone, and you've got a newspaper to run."


"Mike and Vera are doing a fine job. Besides, I can check on them from time to time." It was odd how the newspaper had suddenly taken second place in her life as soon as Max Holt had appeared.


He shook his head. "I don't like it."


Jamie tried to open the car door but found it locked. She knocked on the hood. "Muffin, let me in."


"Get lost," Muffin said.


"Is she still mad at me?" Jamie asked Max.


"You stole her thunder. Muffin doesn't like being upstaged by anyone."


"I wasn't upstaged," Muffin snapped. "I had a better plan and Jamie wrecked it."


"I'm really sorry," Jamie said. "I'm only human." She tapped the window. "Come on and let me in, Muf."


The lock on the door clicked, and Jamie reached for the handle. "Be careful about knocking on the exterior," Muffin said. "I'm still sore from you barreling through that damn garage door."


"You don't have a mark on you," Jamie said, noting the proud look on Max's face.


"I'm emotionally scarred," Muffin replied.


Max let himself into the car and stared at Jamie thoughtfully. "Honey, you need to stay in Beaumont where you belong. You need the predictability this town and its people bring you. You know what my life is like."


"So maybe I'll learn to take more risks."


Max shook his head sadly. "It won't work."


"Is that why you decided to sell me your shares of the company back to me for one dollar?" she asked. "So you wouldn't have to come back?"


"Of course I'll come back. Frankie and Deedee are here. As for selling you my shares of the business, you weren't supposed to find out about that until later."


"Sorry, Max, but my lawyer is also one of the guys who tried to get me in the backseat of his car at the drive-in movie. He thought I should know. He also told me you left a check for me in the amount of two hundred thousand dollars to add to my business account. Do you have any idea the kind of raise Vera is going to expect when she catches wind of that?"


"The newspaper belongs to you. It belonged to your family. Beaumont needs a good newspaper, and we both know you're highly capable. I gave you the money because I never want you to struggle like you did in the past." He smiled gently. "I have to go, Swifty."


Jamie felt a moment of sheer panic. "Okay, answer one question. I know we drive each other crazy and tend to argue most of the time, but how would you feel if you thought you'd never see me again?"


Max looked at her. Their gazes locked. "Oh, Jamie," he said, running one hand over his head as though confused. "I don't know. My life is, well, very different from what you're used to."


Jamie felt her heart sag in her chest. The thought of watching Max Holt drive away and never seeing him again was more than she could bear. Breaking it off with Phillip had been painful, but it was kid's stuff compared to this. "Okay, Max," she said softly, trying to blink back tears. "I understand. I just want you to know—" She turned away and reached for the door handle. "Never mind. You and Muffin take care, okay?" She stepped out of the car and closed the door behind her.


Max just sat there.


"Way to go, big shot," Muffin said. "You just hurt her feelings big time."


"It's better this way," Max told her.


"So what are we waiting for? If you're in such an all-fired hurry, let's go."


Max started the engine, and the bar closed over him. He put the car into gear and backed out of the parking slot. "Here we go," he said.


* * * * *


Jamie left the courthouse square and started home. Luckily, she lived near town, which would serve her well with her car in repair until God only knew when. Thankfully, Max was handling the costs.


Her eyes filled with tears as she continued walking. She didn't need to think about Max Holt anymore. They had shared a lot together, good times and bad, and now he was heading toward a new adventure. Thankfully, she still had her newspaper, and although she was glad to have the added funds for her account, she would not buy back Max's shares. He was stuck with the paper whether he ever planned to return to Beaumont or not.


She sniffed. What she needed was a good cry. After all that had happened, her stress level was at a new high. She would go home, lock all the doors, and fall into bed and cry to her heart's content.


Jamie started to cross the street but paused at the sound of an approaching car. Lord, she needed to get Max off her mind before somebody ran over her. She glanced up in time to find Max pulling up to the curb beside her. She merely stared in silence.


"You're just begging me to let you come so you can get in my pants," he said.


Jamie stepped closer to the car and looked in the window. He was grinning. "Max, I know you're going to find this difficult to believe, but getting into your pants is the last thing on my mind." It wasn't completely true, but she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of letting him think it.


"So what are you after if it isn't me?"


Jamie hesitated. "I don't know." All she knew for sure was she couldn't let him go.


"Well, I'm not sure it's a good idea, but Muffin thinks you should go with us."


Jamie crossed her arms. "Muffin said that, huh?"


"Yeah. The minute I started off she blasted me with disco music. I can't drive all the way to Tennessee listening to disco."


"This is so typical of you, Max," she said. "It would kill you to admit you want me to go with you. Why is that? Why can't you just ask me?"


He wiped his hands down his face and muttered something under his breath.


"I can't hear you," Jamie said.


He sighed heavily. "Okay, I'd like for you to come with me. Is that what you want to hear?"


She smiled. "Now say please."


"Shit."


"Go ahead and say it," Muffin prodded. "You know you want her with us."


"Okay, then. Please!"


Jamie smiled, opened the door and climbed in. The protective bar closed over her. "See, that wasn't so bad. Now then, I need to drop by my house for clothes and work gear. I could do a little investigative reporting. It might be just what I need to liven up the newspaper."


"Yeah, and we need to celebrate the fact you're a free woman. I think I have a good idea how we should get started."


"I may be a free woman, Max, but I am still hands off where you're concerned."


He drove on. "I can wear you down."


"Has it occurred to you that I might need time to get over my breakup with Phillip? I mean, I can't bounce from one relationship to another like you. I like to think mine have a little more depth than yours."


Max checked his wristwatch. "Okay, do you think you can get over the guy by the time we hit the Tennessee border?"


"Don't be ridiculous."


"Okay, Muffin," Max said. "Here's the plan. You and I can play twenty questions on the way to Tennessee while Jamie mopes and pines away for Phillip, but first we have to go by her place for a few things."


"I'm not really crazy about this idea, Max," Muffin replied. "You just barely escaped death during this last little escapade, and now you're heading straight for another one. This is way too much stress on me, you know."


"And while you're mapping out a good route, I want everything you can get me on this preacher. I want to know who works for him and where all his future revivals are going to take place."


"So much for the vacation you promised me."


"We'll take a vacation as soon as I get this little problem dealt with. Won't take long. We'll be in and out in no time flat."


"That's what you said last time. That's what you always say."


"But you love the mountains, Muffin."


"Okay, I'll agree to this one last trip, but then I'm looking for a job elsewhere."


Max looked at Jamie. "You know, I have a feeling this is going to be one of the best trips ever. You and me, cool mountain air, lots of sex."


"Don't count on it, Holt," she said.


He winked. "Hang on, Swifty. I'm going to take you on the ride of a lifetime." He floored the accelerator and they were gone.







 
 

[bookmark: copyright]
NOTE: If you purchased this book without a cover you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as "unsold and destroyed" to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this "stripped book."


FULL TILT


Copyright © 2003 by Evanovich, Inc.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. For information address St. Martin's Press, 175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010.


ISBN: 0-312-98328-X


Printed in the United States of America


St. Martin's Paperbacks edition / February 2003


St. Martin's Paperbacks are published by St. Martin's Press, 175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




fulltilt.jpg
#1NEW YORK "MH BESTSELLING AUTHOR






cover.jpeg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESISE[IJNG AUTHOR






