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This is the third edition of
Ultimate
Trust, the second
novel in the “Jewels Trust Series”, I first published in
2013.

When I wrote the series, I intended them to be
read in order starting with Mistaken Trust then Ultimate Trust, Reluctant Trust,
and so forth. Why? To grasp the dynamics of the development of the
novel characters, especially since several of the individuals play
major roles in Jewels’ life as the series progresses. Also, each
four-hundred plus page novels depict the “adventures” (or perhaps
misadventures) Jewels finds herself hurled into involving some
murderous psychopath she must somehow survive, thus accumulating her lessons in life.

As a newcomer on the indie publishing scene, I would
like to take a moment to introduce myself ... more accurately, what
you can expect reading my novels. (I share personal information in
“About the Author” at the end of this book.)

My goal is to entertain, perhaps even educate. My
story-telling style is one in which I endeavor to achieve a sense
of “plausible realism.” My protagonists are human, thus make
mistakes, poor choices, and sometimes say and do
dumb things
with disastrous consequences.
(Haven’t we all been there, done that?) Working for “plausible realism” not only with my
characters, but situations as well, I invest much time in research,
including interviews with law enforcement and defensive tactics
experts. And for Ultimate Trust, I spent several hours soliciting input from the local fire
chief and an arson investigator regarding the basics of making
objects go BOOM! (That’s a
clue, LOL!) Furthermore, I often role play fight scenes with
friends.

I strive to “thrust the reader into the moment”
(cause a gasp, wrinkle of the nose, or a heebie-jeebies shiver) via
graphic depictions, particularly during intense scenes when the
antagonist is perpetrating a heinous crime. I also delve into the
psyche of the criminal’s mind with flashbacks of dastardly acts
done to him (which are never pleasant). Thus, like many books on
the market, my suspense novels are not for everyone, especially
those faint of heart or easily offended. (My antagonists spout foul
language and perform cringe-worthy deeds, as criminals do in real
life.)

Having said that, the vast majority of the contents
within my novels focus on the intestinal fortitude of my
protagonists (so hang in there if you reach a scene that is too
graphic for your taste). I love celebrating the indomitable spirit
of humans. Courage. Sacrifice. Honor. Loyalty. Love. The passion to
survive, regardless of the daunting circumstance. And the hope for
good to triumph over evil.

Through my works of fiction, I seek to instill a
message of personal empowerment by showcasing the resilience of the
human spirit that flourishes despite the depths of hell endured.
Emphasizing the survivor can learn, thrive, and become a better
person from whatever dreadful ordeal life hurls her direction, if
she so chooses.

As you read Ultimate Trust, I hope you find yourself cheering for—perhaps even
identifying with—Jewels as she is challenged with the adjustment of
being a newly wed then forced into grave circumstances (perhaps
brought on by her own stubbornness) and must invoke her charm,
creativity, and determination to bravely confront her captors to
survive. And in the end, maybe even admit that you have garnered something from this fictional
character to further boost the strength, character, and
determination within yourself.

I hope you experience as much pleasure
reading Ultimate Trust as I did writing it. ENJOY!—Shirley

 


P.S. If you haven’t already, please visit my
website https://shirleyspain.weebly.com
to receive your
FREE copy of Forever Breathless – a stand-alone novel in my “Killer Among Us”
collection of psychological thrillers.
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Prologue




“When this monster entered my brain, I will never
know, but it is here to stay. How does one cure himself? I can’t
stop it, the monster goes on, and hurts me as well as society.
Maybe you can stop him. I can’t.”

—BTK serial killer, Dennis Rader

 


 


SHE'S ALL YOURS, Butch assured.

Standing, grinding his teeth, resentment simmering
near the surface, Marty scrutinized the latest New Greensburgh Times
newspaper article about
her.

She’s all yours, Butch repeated, this time more
forcefully.

Gazing at the newspaper engagement photo of sexy
Julia Andrasy, soon to be Julia Watters, he unzipped his pants. Stuffed his hand inside, fingers
resting on the outside of his boxers.

Go ahead. Tie her up,
Butch directed.

Marty’s eyes fluttered. Brow creased. He raked his
teeth over his bottom lip. The vision percolated. And just like
that, Jewels lies on the dirty garage floor in front of him. Long
blonde hair fanned across the cement. Big blue eyes blinking
innocently up at him. Duct tape binding her ankles together and
wrists behind her back....

Duct tape? Namby-pamby! Come on, you
can do better than that. Get creative, Butch demanded.

Image revised ... now she lies brutally bound with
barbed wire, the small razor-like spikes biting into her bronzed
skin, gouging delicate flesh. No longer flawless and pretty, her
tear-stained face contorts in deep agony. Once unblemished
shimmering lips are now dull from the sprinkling of floor grit
sticking to them. Silky golden locks rumple into a tangled mess as
she twists in misery. The hem of her short black skirt inches up
shorter, closer to the top of her thighs. Her back arches, brimming
breasts heave in the low-cut semi-sheer pink blouse, the darker
skin tone of her areolas peek out of the embellished bra.

Hand snuggled deeper inside his underwear, he
squeezed. Rubbed. The mental vision of the pretty rich woman under
his control made him feel strong. Potent. Invincible.

Bring her a little closer. Get a
little more personal, Butch instructed.

Wham! On his workbench she lies on her back, arms
stretched above her head, wrists bound together with barbed wire,
the ends nailed securely into the plywood. Messed up hair snags in
the tines of the barbed wire, pulling out clumps of blonde strands
by the roots. Big blue eyes once sparkling and bright reduce to
tear-swollen slits radiating fear. And pain.

What else? Come on, you want to see more. You want
to see skin.

Short tight skirt, fancy blouse disappear. Her
voluptuous body quakes within a lacy pink bra and matching bikini
panties. Sweat dots firm tanned skin. Belly button, round and
perfect, pulses with each anguish-filled breath.

You want to see her breasts. Bare.

Bra vanishes, revealing sensual mounds of flesh
pebbled with goosebumps, topped with nipples profoundly
constricted.

You want to see down there. Between her legs.

At the edge of the workbench, thick spikes anchor
the barbed wire coiled around her ankles, forcefully splaying her
legs. The flaxen triangular puff at her loins beckons
investigation. Can’t resist. His whiskers graze the inside of her
quivering thighs. He draws in a lungful of her scent. Sucks deep
and hard. Nostrils flatten. It’s been a long time since he inhaled
pussy ... real or imagined.

You want to hear
her.

“Please, Mister Loomis, don’t hurt me,” she
tearfully begs, addressing him as mister out of respect. Out of fear. “Mister Loomis, please don’t
kill me.” But her big blue eyes and pitiful pleas will have no
persuasive power over him. All her buckets of money can’t buy her
out of this one. Nor can her tough-guy fiancé rescue her. No, her
future rests solely at his whim. Shall he grant her life? Or
execute a death sentence? The power is his. And without a doubt, he
knows the pretty rich woman knows it. He is a god!

And so Marty’s sadistic fantasy proceeded within
the privacy of the dumpy detached garage. A hallowed
man cave,
kept under strict lock and key.
His personal sanctuary to indulge in the black delusions fostered
by Butch, as he called his demon inside.

Unquestionably, life had dealt Marty Loomis a losing
hand. Absent were good looks and a warm personality. Never-ending
and insurmountable challenges seemed to be his lot in life.
Currently he was broke. Didn’t have a job. Unemployment benefits
ended weeks ago. His house was in foreclosure. Had mouths to feed.
Marianne needed a new heart. And he hadn’t had good old-fashioned
sex for nearly two years.

Ahhhh. Butch
to the rescue.

It had been nearly twenty years since Butch had
first made himself known; a day Marty would never forget. It was a
Wednesday afternoon. High school had just let out. Hurrying along,
he crossed the swath of lawn near the edge of the parking lot.
Hastened toward the waiting school bus a good football field’s
length away. Heart pounding. Mouth dry. “Gotta git on the bus.
Gotta git on the bus,” he whispered, tightly clutching his notebook
and basic math textbook close to his chest.

Shoulders sagging, head drooping, eyes focusing not
more than three feet in front of his nose, he propelled his gangly
body forward as fast as his long narrow feet would carry him
without breaking into a run. The grass, still mostly dry and brown,
crunched beneath each breakneck step. “Gotta git on the bus. Gotta
git on the bus,” he whispered almost as a mantra.

The breeze was chilly. Jacket weather. Sun
shining. Birds singing. A cool spring day. But Marty perspired.
Palms clammy, sweat drizzled from his pits down to his waist.
Forehead beaded with excreted water.

“Where do you think you’re going in such a hurry,
Namby-Pamby Scarecrow?” Dirk taunted, leaping in front of him,
blocking his path.

Marty slammed on the brakes, hung his head
lower. Shit! Another
day he didn’t make it to the bus. Dirk Proffer—captain of the
football team, boyfriend of the head cheerleader, and undisputed
king of school bullies—had once again ambushed him.

Laughing, “Hey Namby-Pamby Scarecrow,” Dirk
harassed. He slapped his open palms against Marty’s shoulder.
Shoved him hard.

Clumsily Marty staggered sideways. Got twisted up in
his own feet, teetered. Tried to regain his balance.

“Here, let me help you.” Dirk swiftly kicked Marty
in the ass, knocking him to the ground. Math book and tablet popped
from his arms, skidding across the lawn fifteen feet away. Nothing
new. But this time Marty’s head happened to land near a fresh pile
of dog poop.

Dirk spied it. Planted the sole of his shoe into the
side of Marty’s face, grinding his cheek into the feces. “A whole
new meaning for shitface,” he declared, standing triumphantly over
the goofy-faced Marty Loomis.

Laughter erupted from Dirk’s cronies gathered
around. “Scarecrow’s a namby-pamby,” one of the pretty cheerleaders
badgered, her long blonde hair flapping off her shoulder in the
light breeze. Another burst of laughter, then, “Scarecrow’s a
namby-pamby. Scarecrow’s a namby-pamby,” the group heckled in
unison.

Holding up his hands in a gesture for the crowd to
quiet, Dirk thrust his hands on his hips and gazed down at Marty.
“Well, namby-pamby, let’s add Shitface to Scarecrow,” Dirk proclaimed with authority.

“Shitface Scarecrow’s a namby-pamby,” Dirk’s
cheerleader girlfriend jeered. Again the crowd laughed. Chanted,
“Shitface Scarecrow’s a namby-pamby. Shitface Scarecrow’s a
namby-pamby....”

With dog poop smeared across his cheek, the
foulness about to make him retch, Marty pathetically glanced up.
The two cheerleaders and Dirk’s best friend, a strapping wrestler,
towered over him. Laughing. Pointing. Repeating,
Shitface
Scarecrow’s a namby-pamby.

Unzipping his fly, the wrestler pulled out his cock.
“How about a little piss to go with that shit,” he suggested,
whizzing on Marty’s legs.

The cheerleaders broke into wild laughter. Used
their bodies to shield the lewd sight from passersby ... not that
anyone would have dared intervene.

“Hey, leave him alone,” a girl angrily shouted,
running across the lawn toward them.

Head pivoting in the direction of the voice, “Oh
good god, it’s Barracuda Mouth to the rescue,” Dirk shouted with a
crazy laugh. “Run for your life,” he yelled in mock fear, motioning
with a broad swing of his arm for his sidekicks to follow.

Watching his persecutors dash across the lawn and
cram into Dirk’s precious Camaro, humiliating past experience had
taught Marty to not attempt to push himself to his feet until the
Camaro had burned rubber out of the parking lot. Yet as he lay
there, rage scalded his innards. The name Scarecrow was bad enough,
but now Shitface Scarecrow? And why did they have to rub it in about being
a namby-pamby?
Hate raced through his veins. Temples pulsated. Teeth ground so
tightly part of a molar chipped. And his body quivered with such
destructive ferocity it tipped near madness.

“Are you okay?” a gentle female voice inquired.

Slowly turning his head, he looked upward, scowling.
Shielding the sun from his eyes with his hand, the girl speaking to
him was small. Frail looking. Long black hair. A crooked smile. “An
angel in disguise,” he whispered, smitten.

“I got your book and tablet,” she said, setting them
on the lawn near his chest.

“Marianne, let’s go,” a firm adult female voice
impatiently called from the parking lot, about fifty feet away.

Looking over her shoulder, then back down at him, “I
gotta go. My aunt’s here and she doesn’t like me to be late. I hope
you’re okay. See ya around,” she promised, waving her hand and
hurrying toward the waiting car.

The wisp of a girl appearing when she did was a
welcome and pleasant surprise. No doubt, however, Dirk and crew
would never let him live it down. A girl had to rescue him. A girl they called Barracuda Mouth
no less.

Hesitantly pushing himself into a seated position,
Marty glanced over at the bus in time to see it pull away from the
curb in a cloud of black smoke. Ripping a piece of yellow lined
paper from his tablet, he wiped the poop from his face. Crumpled
the stinky paper. Tossed it over his shoulder onto the lawn.

Rising to his feet, rage circulated through his
body. Building. Whirling. Faster. Stronger. Grabbing his stringy
bright orange hair with both hands, “I can’t take it anymore,” he
yelled to the top of his lungs into the Universe.

So you’re ready for a little help?

Marty
dropped his arms to his side and looked around.

No one near him. Only a few after school stragglers
walking off school property in the distance.

Hey, it’s me. Butch. Remember? I was your invisible
friend in first grade. You made me go away when your dad beat you
with a belt over and over. Remember?

A half smile parted Marty’s strained facial
features. Kind of remembered, but not really. That was a long time
ago followed by a long line of beatings for a thousand no-good
reasons over the years.

Well, if you’ll have me, I’m back.
Never really left. So what do you say? No more namby-pamby. Got an
idea. Seems Dirk likes stink, so let’s give him stink,
the confident voice in his head
explained. It was powerful. Compelling. Felt familiar, yet
mysterious at the same time.

No more namby-pamby. I can be your secret weapon.
Your invisible helper. The mastermind of revenge.

Nodding, the faint grin on his thin lips expanded
into a broad smile. “Butch,” he whispered.

Round one. Gather a bunch of stink bugs, put ‘em in
his precious Camaro.

Over the next several days, just like the inner
voice had suggested, Marty spent his time after school scouring his
neighbor’s rundown barn in search of darkling beetles. “Stink
bugs,” he mumbled, referring to the variety that pokes its butt in
the air and emits a vile smell when feeling threatened. Stinks even
worse when smashed.

Picking up one with tongs he borrowed from his mother’s kitchen, he dropped it
into a five-gallon bucket he had specially prepared with decaying
leaves on the bottom. “Gots to keep ya alive,” he said, snatching
another up with tongs and depositing it into the bucket.

After collecting about fifty of the black insects,
“Now what, Butch?” he asked aloud.

Put ‘em in a big brown paper shopping bag. Take ‘em
to school tomorrow. Supposed to be a nice day. Bet Dirk will have
the sun roof open on his precious Camaro.

Sure enough, just as Butch predicted, it was a
sunshiny day and Dirk left the sun roof wide open.

Cut out of second period early. Walk
across the street to McDonalds. Drop the bag in the car when you
walk by ... oh, and be sure to step on the corner of the bag to
smash a few before you dump them in, Butch advised.

“And open the top of the bag so they can crawl out,”
Marty added, feeling pretty damned good with his contribution to
the plan.

The beetle caper went off without a hitch. Dirk
blamed a rival high school for the rotten prank, but Marty knew
better. His friend—his badass alter ego named
Butch— had
orchestrated revenge.

Now round two, Butch said. Add a few drops of Krazy glue on the dial
of Dirk’s hall locker.

Taking Butch’s advice, Marty easily accomplished the
covert mission.

Much to Marty’s pleasure, that simple little deed
rallied outrage and hours of frustration for the smart aleck
football player. Revenge was sweet.

Amidst planning another prank at home in his
bedroom, Marty’s drunken old man caught him talking to his
imaginary friend. Beat the shit out of him with the buckle end of
the belt. Threatened to have him locked away in the looney bin.

As much as Marty loved having Butch around, he
hated being savagely beaten more. So with dozens of throbbing red
welts on his back, arms, and legs, and a bloody lip from the bite
of the metal belt buckle, Marty arrested his alter ego. Sentenced
the voice to lockdown deep within the confines of an obscure mental
prison in his own mind. For years, the key all but lost. Yet,
thanks to the privacy of the man cave and the outside pressures of life, Marty had recently
paroled Butch. Or perhaps Butch just escaped. Regardless, Marty’s
alter ego had been given a second chance.

Moments later Marty achieved sexual bliss, once
again brought to fruition courtesy of the latest newspaper picture
of her and strong
leadership from Butch.

Never before had he satisfied himself with such
visual savagery. It was a peek into another world. A dark, yet
fantastically wonderful universe whose trappings deemed further
exploration.

Standing, hand in his pants, the afterglow of
gratification smothered his facial features. Opening his eyes,
exasperation leeched his face. Ecstasy bled out by the dismal
actuality of his wretched life. Tearing off a blue disposable cloth
towel from the roll he kept close for cleanup, he wiped his hand on
the square and dabbed himself off, tossing the bliss-cleansing rag
in the tarnished white five-gallon bucket converted to a
wastebasket.

Gazing at the newspaper photo of Julia happily
standing next to her soon-to-be husband, Marshall Watters, Butch
pointed out: Interesting, isn’t it, the similarities between handsome
Dirk and his sexy cheerleader girlfriend?

Marty’s face illuminated scarlet with fury. Teeth
clenched. Shit! Until
right then, he hadn’t realized it, but it was true. Once again
society’s darlings were laughing at him. It wasn’t right. Wasn’t
fair. Why did the sexy rich woman and her herculean man have
everything while he had nothing?

He zipped up his jeans. “Not right,” Marty snarled,
smashing his fist onto the old wooden workbench. A variety of small
hand tools momentarily danced in rhythm with the pounding. A
screwdriver rolled onto the grimy floor.

Nonchalantly he glanced over at the dusty
Craftsman saw blade clock hanging on the rickety wooden plank wall:
8:22. Shit!
Shit! Shit! Man cave
time was up. Had to get back to the house. Had to get kids off to
school. Had to get back to caring for his dying wife. Had to get
back to his dreadful life.

Why not apply for a job at
her company? Butch suggested. Surely a newspaper and printing business
needs a cleanup crew. Might even have an opening. Never know unless
you try.

Smacking his flat palm against his forehead, “Duh,
that’s brilliant,” he uttered aloud. Why hadn’t he thought of it
sooner? His lips wiggled into a wavy smile. Could working for Julia
prove to be the solution to all of his financial problems?

Of course Butch knew it would be and when the time was right, when Marty was
ready to hear it and take action upon it, he’d reveal his ultimate
plan.

Heated by the pathetic reality of his current dismal
state of affairs, Marty’s entire being boiled in a mixture of
intense anger and deep depression. A hint of black hope further
fueled this volatile emotional potion to the brink of explosion.
Shortly Jewels would be the detonator, catapulting savage fantasy
into brutal reality.


Chapter One




MID SEPTEMBER.

“Jewels, I’m scared,” Belinda confessed, her voice quivering. “He’s
back. There was a smashed dead cat on my doorstep this morning.”
Nervously she fiddled with the multicolored bangle watch on her
left wrist. “Just like before, a white piece of copy paper with a
great big smiley face surrounded by a bunch of little hearts drawn
in red marker was tucked under the animal’s leg.” Belinda
shuddered.

Disgusted, “I assume you’re talking about Darrell
Checketts.” Hurriedly she walked from behind her massive antique
cherry wood desk to Belinda’s side. Sat in the wingback chair next
to her. “What a sick bastard,” Jewels angrily stated. “How did you
ever get suckered by this guy anyway?”

Belinda grimaced. “I was on the rebound from
Taylor—”

“He was that hunky UPS driver, right?”

Rolling her eyes, “Yeah. There was something about
that brown uniform—”

“I understand the uniform attraction,” Jewels
divulged with a slight smile thinking how she, too, loved men in
uniform. Particularly motorcycle cops in tight pants and knee-high
leather boots.

“But he dumped me after a few dates.”

Jewels’ body leaned forward, intrigue washed her
face. “So?”

“Well, a couple days after Taylor gave me the
heave-ho, I was at the mall sitting at the eatery consoling myself
with a chocolate chip shake when this guy walked up, who looked a
bit unkempt in a sexy Hollywood movie star way.” Belinda sighed
dreamily. “You know, faint scruffy beard. Dark locks flowing like
Fabio’s. Tight-ass blue jeans with the knees torn and a polo shirt
unbuttoned to show some of that manly chest hair.”

Jewels chuckled, eyed Belinda.
Twenty-seven-years-old. Five-foot-five-inches tall. A pleasantly
plump and curvy one-hundred-forty pounds. Chestnut hair cut into a
sexy short crop and gelled into trendy spikes. Big brown puppy dog
eyes. And a high-spirited personality. It was easy for Jewels to
see how men would be attracted to her perky secretary.

Belinda continued, “Well, he sat down at my table
like he owned the place, introduced himself, and asked my name.
When I told him, he said, ‘Belinda Baby.’ A few moments later, he
was calling me BB.” Her
shoulders lifted and fell. “And I liked it.” Hanging her head, “No
one had given me a pet name before. I know, that’s silly,” Belinda
admitted with embarrassment.

“Not at all. I love it when Marshall calls me Little
Fireball.”

Belinda perked up. “But more than that, there was
something about his scruffy dark beard and bad boy persona that
drew me in.”

Jewels bobbed her head in agreement. “Oh, yeah, I
totally get the attraction to the bad boy type.”

“Well, duh, guys don’t get much more
bad boy
than Marshall,” Belinda said
with a laugh.

“But he’s a good bad boy,” Jewels quickly added with a broad
smile.

“Well, that’s what I thought about Darrell—”

“As I recall, you didn’t date him very long before
he turned creepy.”

“Creepy. Yeah. That’s an understatement.”

“So did you ever figure out Darrell’s ghoulish
obsession with road kill?”

“Oh, yeah, he’s into taxidermy.”

Jewels wrinkled her nose. “Hmph. But why would a man
give a smashed dead animal to a woman he supposedly cares
about?”

Belinda forcefully blew air from her pursed lips.
“Darrell said confronting the dead is a reminder of how precious
life is and helps us feel alive so we live each moment to the
fullest. I guess the dead animals were supposed to motivate me
to live life
to the fullest ... with
him.”

“Convoluted,” Jewels mumbled, thinking maybe Darrell
was more twisted than she figured.

Slowly Belinda shook her head. “Jewels, I can’t keep
waking up to dead birds, squirrels, dogs, and every other critter
he scoops up from the side of the road. Plus those notes with
creepy red smiley faces and hearts,” she confessed, bursting into
tears.

“I’m calling the cops,” Jewels said without a second
thought. After a brief conversation on her cell phone, she
disconnected the call. “They’ll send someone right over.” Exhaling
deeply, “Has this jerk been served with the restraining order
yet?”

“It was supposed to happen yesterday.” Belinda
sniffled. “But if he was served, it didn’t stop him from leaving
that dead animal today. Maybe I shouldn’t have filed that order.
Maybe it will just make matters worse.”

“Worse?”

Belinda’s crying lurched into overdrive, she
squeezed her legs together. “You don’t know this, Jewels, but he
hurt me.”

Jaw set, eyes piercing, Jewels inquired, “Honey, did
that bastard rape you?”

Belinda dabbed her eyes with a wadded up pink
Kleenex. Sniffled. “We were drunk. I let him tie my hands,
then...,” her voice faded. She closed her eyes, lips quivered.

“Then what?”

Belinda’s body trembled uncontrollably.

Jewels tapped the top of her hand. “It’s okay,
Belinda. You don’t need to talk about. I totally understand.”

After about ten seconds of silence, “Maybe some
other time. Just not now.”

Jewels sat up straight. “I know I pressured you into
filing that restraining order. But you know I did so because it’s
the legal process and not because I thought it would actually stop
him. A restraining order sends a strong message and lays the
foundation for him to be arrested and prosecuted should he break
the confines of the order.”

Belinda covered her face with her hands. “I know.
I’m just ... I’m scared. I’ve heard sometimes a restraining order
escalates an obsession. What if he comes after me? I don’t—”

“If you want, when Marshall gets back in town in a
couple of days, I can ask him to handle this punk,” Jewels
interrupted, a high level of confidence in her voice.

Panicked, “No! Don’t! Please, I don’t want
Marshall—”

“Okay-okay, Belinda. I won’t ask Marshall to rattle
his cage. Meanwhile, at the very least, why don’t you stay at the
house with me until Marshall comes back? You know I have plenty of
room and could sure use the company.”

A small smile crept onto Belinda’s distraught face.
“Thanks. Maybe I’ll take you up on your offer.”

TAP-TAP.

Jewels looked over her shoulder at the office door.
“Jack? Jeez, that was a fast response.” She waved in the officer.
Jack Hood, one of New Greensburgh’s finest, filled out the navy
blue uniform with his perfect male physique. The white T-shirt
contrasted against his dark clay skin. Short, evenly trimmed hair.
Clean shaven face. The man was a stud and one of the town’s most
eligible bachelors.

“Hey, when the woman who holds the key to the city
calls, we all jump,” he teased, his sexy smile revealing pearly
whites.

Jewels frowned.

“Okay. Busted. I was parked at the Maverick across
the street when your call came through.”

“Thanks for your quick response. Darrell’s up to his
old road kill tricks again,” Jewels stated with deep concern. “He
left a smashed cat and note on Belinda’s door step. She found it
this morning when she left to come into work.”

“How ya doing, Belinda?” Not really expecting an
answer, he proceeded, “Did you see him place the carcass and note on your
doorstep?”

Belinda dabbed her nose with the frayed Kleenex.
“No, but I know it’s
him.”

“Are there security cameras in your apartment
complex that could have caught him in the act?”

“No. We don’t have anything like that.”

“Couldn’t you at least test the paper for his
fingerprints?” Jewels asked, hope in her voice.

Jack snickered. “Gee, don’t we wish crime solving
was as swift and easy as seen on TV? No, I’m sorry, Jewels, but we just don’t have those kinds
of resources.”

“Well, what can you
do?” Jewels pressed with a hint of impatience.

Officer Hood shook his head with regret, squatted at
Belinda’s side. “I hope you understand my hands are tied. Without a
witness or some kind of proof, I can’t charge him with anything.
For all you know, it could be a kid pulling a copycat prank.”

“It’s not a kid! It’s Darrell. Why won’t you believe
me?” Belinda shouted through tears.

Jewels critically eyed Jack. “Couldn’t you
at least
talk to him? I mean, didn’t he
break the restraining order showing up on her doorstep? He’s not
supposed to be within five-hundred feet of her home, work, or any
public area when she’s there.”

Rising to his feet, “Perps have rights, too. I’m
sorry. Like I said, my hands are tied. You have no proof, and even
if you did, except for breaking the R.O., leaving dead animals on a
doorstep is not against the law. Could claim he thought it was your
pet cat and he was returning it for proper burial.”

“Really, Jack? Oh, come on,” Jewels grumbled.

“I’m sorry, Ladies. Now if Checketts breaks that
R.O., you call nine-one-one. Otherwise...,” lifted shoulders
finished his sentence. “Anything else I can do for you two?”

Jewels scowled, negatively shaking her
head.

Officer Hood sighed. “Well, nice seeing you,
Jewels.” Nodding at Belinda, “And you, too.” Abruptly he pivoted on
his heel, striding out of the office.

“This is bullshit,” Jewels fretted. “Are you
packing?”

Belinda nodded and half smiled. “Not on my person,
but I always carry your birthday present in my purse,” pausing, she added, “because
violent crime can
happen to anyone, any place, any time,” she said, quoting one of Jewels’ favorite lines
for justifying the carrying of a concealed defensive
weapon.

“You’re a quick study,” Jewels replied with a little
chuckle. “Though not a talisman against evil, that Glock 21 could
come in handy should Darrell or some other creep ever turn violent
and you need to protect yourself.”

Belinda stood, leaned over Jewels’ chair, hugged
her. “You’re the big sister I never had.”

Returning her embrace, “And you’re the little sister
I never had.”

The women laughed, sat in the wingback chairs,
chatted for about fifteen minutes.

All of a sudden, “BB,” a male voice angrily shouted
from the bullpen.

“Oh, god, it’s Darrell,” Belinda shrieked, bolting
upright from the chair, her butt plastered against the front of
Jewels’ desk.

Immediately Jewels snared her cell phone, dialed
nine-one-one. Before dispatch answered, Darrell burst into the
office and stomped toward the women. Black scraggly shoulder-length
hair. Two-day stubble. Red T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. Hint
of a slight pot gut. Grunge jeans and engineer boots. The pungent
odor of alcohol and cigarettes preceded his body by a good six
feet. He looked nothing like the sexy bad boy Belinda described and
a lot like an uncouth redneck drunk.

Jewels set the phone on the corner of the desk, line
open so dispatch could hear the unfolding events. “Belinda, get to
my bathroom. Lock the door,” Jewels coolly instructed as she dashed
around to the back of her desk. “Darrell Checketts, you’re drunk.
With your presence here at the New Greensburgh Press, you’re
breaking the limits of the restraining order Belinda Parker has
filed,” Jewels loudly and clearly stated, hoping the emergency
operator would hear the information and send the cops. “Come on,
Jack, please be parked at the Maverick,” Jewels whispered under her
breath.

“You hoity-toity bitch,” Darrell snarled, pushing
his thighs against the front of her desk and threateningly leaning
his body toward her. “You’re behind BB cutting me off, aren’t you?
You brainwashed her against me, didn’t you?”

Heart pounding, Jewels knew she had to show no fear.
“I’ll admit I strongly encouraged her to file that restraining
order, but only because when Belinda told you she didn’t want to
see you again, you persisted.” Jewels sat down and reached toward
the lower drawer on the right side of her desk. The Heckler &
Koch 9mm autoloader she carried was in her purse. The purse in the
drawer.

Without warning, Darrell reared back and hurdled his
body over the desk, arms extended to grab Jewels. His upper body
cleared the desk, but his legs skated awkwardly across the top. His
thighs shot the fancy pen set off her desk. It crashed to the
floor. The side of his boot clipped the edge of Jewels’ computer
monitor. It wobbled, but remained upright.

In his drunken state, Darrell’s moves were sluggish
and predictable. Jewels powerfully thrust her feet against the
floor propelling herself backward, the wheels on her executive
chair zooming her off the vinyl chair mat onto the carpet and out
of his reach.

Darrell belly flopped onto the stiff vinyl surface
with a hard thud. The impact compressed his lungs, forcing air out
with a drawn-out low-pitched groan. His nose slammed into the vinyl
chair mat. Head bounced back. Legs, as if in slow motion,
unceremoniously spilled off the desktop. Shins and feet crashed
under the desk’s open area designated for a chair.

Jewels rocketed out of her chair, stood about six
feet to the side of his head. Legs planted shoulder width apart.
Arms tightly folded over her chest. “Darrell, get your ass out of
my office and my building and leave my secretary alone. Now get up
and get out,” she ordered with great authority.

Darrell glared up at her, appeared he could vomit
any second.

“And don’t you dare even think about puking on my
carpet!”

Lethargically Darrell rolled onto his side.

“Keep moving,” Jewels commanded, her ears acutely
tuned to hone in on the sound of sirens. Nothing. Where were the
cops when you really needed them? Gazing into the bullpen, a small
crowd gathered outside her office. Didn’t know why, but Jewels felt
a little safer. Couldn’t help but wonder why she never thought of
hiring security personnel for the Press. Would have come in handy
today. Perhaps researching the feasibility of on site security may
become a priority. Regardless, Jewels would feel a lot safer if she
had her purse. Specifically, her gun.

“This is all your fault,” Darrell bellyached,
stumbling onto his knees then to his feet. “You’re a nosy,
hoity-toity prissy ass shrew,” he spewed with contempt.

Undaunted, “Out,” Jewels demanded, standing tall and
pointing her outstretched arm to the door. “You’re embarrassing
yourself, Darrell,” she added, tilting her head at the
looky-loos.

“A baseball bat to your face. That’s what you need.
Smash your hoity-toity snoot into the back of your skull, maybe
then you wouldn’t stick your nose in other people’s business.”

“Keep moving.”

The office rubberneckers vanished, leaving the
bullpen oddly empty. So much for backup moral support, Jewels
thought.

Darrell paused at her
office entry and leaned his shoulder against the door jamb. He
glowered at Jewels and stabbed his finger in the air at
her. “Mark my words, your face
is gonna meet my baseball bat.”

Thrusting her hands on her hips, “And mark
my
words, if you don’t get out of
my building right now, your ass is gonna meet the pointed toe of my
shoe when I personally kick you out. Now get the fuck out of
here!”

Smirking, “So hoity-toity has a toilet mouth,” he
remarked, staggering out of her office toward the front door. “Your
shoe up my ass. Riiiiight,” hollered over his back pushing open the
exterior glass double doors of the Press.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

“Finally,” Jewels said, exhaling a sigh of relief.
“Belinda, you can come out now.” She picked up the cell phone,
pressed it to her ear. “Hello, is anyone there?” At the same time,
Jewels opened the drawer and retrieved her purse. Flung it over her
right shoulder.

Yes, Ma’am. You were terrific. And we have
everything on tape. Cops are only about thirty seconds away,” the
male voice replied.

“Be sure they don’t let Darrell drive. I can’t
imagine what his breathalyzer will read.”

“Will you please stay on the line until law
enforcement is present?” the dispatcher asked.

“No problem.” Jewels walked around the front of her
desk and sat down in one of the wingback chairs Belinda and she had
been sitting in before Darrell’s interruption. The purse—and
gun—tucked at her right side.

Belinda opened the bathroom door and peeked around
it. Eyes wild with fright, she scanned the room.

Jewels motioned with her hand for Belinda to have a
seat across from her.

“Are you still there, Ma’am?” the dispatcher
inquired.

“Yes.”

“Was anyone injured?”

“No.”

Officer Hood sprinted into the room. “Jewels!
Belinda! Are you two okay?”

Bobbing her head, “A policeman just arrived. May I
hang up now?” Jewels asked the nine-one-one operator.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Jewels disconnected the call.

“I’m sorry,” Jack apologized, his handsome face
sagging with sincere regret.

“Gee, thanks for rescuing us just in the nick of
time,” Jewels said sarcastically.

Slapping his flat palms against his chest over his
heart, “Ouch. That hurt,” he admitted, then smiled. “But I deserved
it.”

“Now can we file a report?” Jewels asked.

“No! I don’t want to,” Belinda blurted out, panic
in her voice. “It will just make things worse. He’ll get me if I
do. I know he’ll get
me. I should have never filed that restraining order,” she
lamented, teary eyed.

Jewels perked up. “Well, I’ll file charges then.”

“No! You can’t! Don’t,” Belinda shrieked.

Officer Hood and Jewels exchanged glances.

“I heard what he said about taking his baseball bat
to your face, Jewels. I can’t let that happen. Don’t press charges.
Please don’t. I beg you.”

She leaned across the chair and rubbed Belinda’s
shoulder in comfort. “If you don’t want me to press charges, I
won’t.”

Belinda’s glossy elk-brown eyes gazed hopefully at
Jewels. “You won’t?”

“No. This little incident can be our secret. I won’t
even tell Marshall. How’s that?”

“Jewels, not a good idea,” Officer Jack Hood
interjected with a frown of disapproval.

“Thanks for your concern, Jack, but we’ll take it
from here,” Jewels stated.

Rubbing his chin, “You at least need to tell your
future husband. Believe me, we cops like to know about
little
incidents like this,” he
said.

“Thank you for the advice, Officer, but why is it men think women are helpless?”
Crimping her eyes, “I can handle myself around the Darrell
Checketts of the world without the protection of a
man. And I don’t
need lectures from you telling me
what I should tell
my future
husband!”

Jack’s face deadpanned. “Uh, hey, Jewels, I didn’t
mean—”

“Are we done here?” Jewels angrily interrupted.

Clearly perturbed, “Hey, you called
me,” Jack
rebutted, waving his hand as he turned on his heel and booked it
out the door.

“I hope you at least arrested Darrell for DUI,”
Jewels called out.

Jack popped his head in the doorway. “Yes, Ma’am,”
he replied bitingly. “Tow truck’s already being called to pick up
his ride.”

Once the cop was out of sight, Belinda sat up,
slanted her body toward Jewels. “I’m scared for you. Darrell’s
gonna get you,” her voice quivered.

“Nah,” Jewels said with a disregarding wave of her
hand. “He’s a drunken windbag.”

“On second thought, maybe Jack was right. Maybe
you should tell
Marshall about Darrell’s threat. Marshall would know what to do. He
could protect you.”

Jewels sighed, rested her back into the chair.
Compared to the hell she had endured at the hands of ruthless men
during her captivity at SPOF, and Tank’s promise to collect
revenge, the threat of Darrell Checketts’ baseball bat rearranging
her face concerned her about as much as the pain of being bitten by
a horsefly. And now, she’d be damned before she took Hood’s advice
to tell Marshall just because cops like to know. Well, cops don’t get to know everything. And neither do husbands. No. This was a
situation she had to deal with
on her own. It was a matter of principle. And pride. Besides,
Darrell was just a drunken windbag.

“Jewels, I’m really worried. Darrell’s gonna get
you. I just know it,” Belinda emphatically repeated.


Chapter Two


OCTOBER 1.

Leaning in next to Jewels, their shoulders
touching, “Though I’m in competition with your other guests, I’m
under direct orders from my commander to monopolize as much of your
time as possible this afternoon,” Warren stated, his warm eyes
locking onto hers.

“I received the same order,” Jewels replied in a low
voice, a hint of playful conspiracy in her tone. She glanced over
at her soon-to-be husband, Marshall Watters, the Commander of the
Militia Threat Assessment Force and Warren’s boss. He was laughing
it up with Belinda as they filled their plates from the lavish
spread of catered food.

Nodding toward the crowd, “Looks like everyone’s
occupied with food at the moment,” Warren commented, pushing his
broad back off the Venetian plastered wall his body was sloped
against. “Come with me,” he whispered. Snatching Jewels’ right
wrist, his hand slid into hers, their fingers interlacing. Rapidly
he towed her toward the unoccupied formal dining room.

Big blue eyes dancing with excitement, “Warren,
where are we going?” she quizzed in a hush-hush tone. Her stocking
feet padded a hasty rhythm against the travertine marble floor in a
faint echo to the beat of Warren’s determined strides.

Flashing a charming smile matched with a mischievous
wave of his brows, he silently whisked her past the crowd doting
over the buffet in the sprawling Tuscan-style kitchen.

Jewels craned her neck back toward Marshall hoping
to catch his eye. Too occupied fixing his plate, he didn’t even
glance in her direction.

The afternoon social was modest, an informal prelude
to the purposely understated marriage ceremony slated to occur
later that day around five. Only a half dozen of Jewels’ closest
friends and their companions had been invited. Marshall’s only
guest was his best friend, Warren Bradshaw who, like the other
invitees, opted to arrive solo. Everyone had been instructed to
wear casual clothes; jeans, a T-shirt, and comfy shoes that could
be easily kicked off to run around barefoot during the social. The
opportunity to change into appropriate semiformal attire for the
wedding ceremony would follow the informal gathering.

Warren led Jewels into the formal dining room she
had relegated to home office space after her first husband’s death.
“Marshall warned me about you,” she confessed with a chuckle. “He
said you were quite the jokester, but more than that, an
incorrigible flirt.”

“Guilty as charged,” he admitted with a smirk,
maintaining a swift gait across the expansive room.

Trailing behind, Jewels cast an analyzing eye on his
body. God, he was built. Not bulging muscles like Marshall, but
lean and toned like an elite Ironman athlete. A deep blue polo
shirt hugged the contours of his wide and solid shoulders and
chiseled back and torso. Expensive designer blue jeans defined his
narrow waist and firm buttocks. Though full of shame for even
thinking it, she couldn’t help but imagine him naked. Jogging a few
steps to match his pace, “Hey, the party’s back there, you know,”
Jewels reminded him with a slight laugh, her long blonde hair
bouncing around her face and off her shoulders with each bustling
stride.

From the kitchen bursts of laughter spiked amidst
the nonstop boisterous chatter. Peering over her shoulder it was
apparent no one had missed her. Not even Marshall. Gauging from the
festive noise, obviously everyone was in party mode.

A dormant computer, surrounded by an array of office
doodads, sat at the head of the ornate table. As she passed it,
right then, Jewels decided when Marshall and she returned from
their honeymoon, the formal dining room she converted to a home
office would be restored to its full glory as an entertainment
area. No doubt, the house was destined to be filled with good times
once again.

The fingers of Jewels’ free hand lightly brushed
against the Italian tapestry upholstered backs of the half dozen
chairs neatly tucked under the banquet-size table; an automatic and
subconscious attempt to slow down their brisk pace.

Sensing her increased reluctance, Warren switched
his grip from her hand to around her wrist and flashed a playful
smile.

“Oh come on, Warren. Stop.” Halting her steps,
Jewels jerked her wrist free from his grasp. “Marshall told me what
you did to one of your friends after their wedding. You handcuffed
them to each other, hands behind their backs, then locked them in
the bedroom with no handcuff key. I certainly hope you’re not
planning something cruel like that for us.”

Facing her, he gazed into her eyes.

Almost hypnotized, Jewels stood motionless. Stared
back. Dark, deep-set eyes set against olive skin. Neatly trimmed
heavy brows. A full head of almost black hair styled in a precise
taper trimmed haircut. Though she had only known Warren for a few
hours, it felt like she had known him her whole life. Instantly
trusted him. The spontaneous chemistry between them teetering on
the edge of combustion was undeniable. Her mind tumbled. What the
hell was she thinking? Letting out a little sigh, she silently
wrote off her lustful thoughts of Warren as a mere distraction. A
combination of wedding excitement and sex hormones in overdrive.
Without a doubt, Marshall was her hero. Her lover. Her soon-to-be
husband.

Undaunted by Jewels’ stalling, Warren gathered her
hands in his, persisted to draw her closer to the floor to ceiling
wall of glass; the dining room wall farthest from the kitchen and
nearest the entry foyer and front door.

Captured by his charm and prodded by her innate
curiosity, she didn’t protest as he continued to
escort
her away from the main
gathering.

Once at the windows he stopped, his warm intelligent
eyes consumed hers with a longing gaze. “I can’t let you go through
with this,” Warren confessed.

The blood drained from her face. “Excuse me?”

“Don’t get married today.”

In delayed reaction she tilted her head back in fake
exaggerated laughter. Retracted her hands. “Very funny,
Warren.”

“I’m serious.”

Thoughts skipped across her mind like a scratched
CD. Did Warren possess knowledge about Marshall or his background
she didn’t? Information that should prevent her from marrying him? Probably not. No,
definitely
not. Jewels trusted Marshall
with her life, as well as her heart and soul. Undeniably this was a
ruse. Eyes narrowing, she shook her finger at him. “Oh, no you
don’t. You’re busted, Warren Bradshaw. This is one of those silly
gags you macho boys play on one another and their unsuspecting
bride.”

An almost imperceptible grin tugged Warren’s
lips.

Assuming his silent response was an admission of
guilt, she exhaled. “Oh, please. What’s next? Kidnapping me and
locking me in the trunk of your car, then making Marshall find me
like a treasure hunt?”

Eyes zeroed in on hers, Warren stepped
closer.

Jewels edged back, her butt nudging the corner of
the extensive dining room table. Parking her hands on her hips, she
tilted her head. Analyzed him. “Did Marshall put you up to this?”
she asked, a hint of uncertainty escaping. “He told me you
promised
not to instigate any mean
prank.” Shaking her head, “But I suppose that wouldn’t precluded
him from orchestrating some level of shenanigans and wrangling you
in as an accomplice.”

Eyes still locked onto hers, Warren said nothing.
Didn’t move.

Jewels crossed her arms over her chest. Half smiled.
“Warren, say something. Now you’re kind of making me nervous. Maybe
even scaring me a little,” she uncomfortably confessed, flashing a
quick peek back at the kitchen archway, about seventy-five feet
away. Voice soft, almost apologetic, “Warren, you know I’m not
fully recovered from SPOF and when you...,” her voice trailed off.
Memories of strange men brutally restraining her, beating her,
sedating her skimmed her mind.

Massaging the top of her shoulders, “I can’t pretend to
imagine the hell you’ve endured, but I can guarantee this: I
would never give you a
reason to fear me, Doll,” he assured, continuing to stare at
her.

Breaking visual contact, she gazed out the windows
purposely void of coverings to maintain the pristine, unobstructed
view.

Majestic snowcapped mountains towered in the near
distance like deities. Aromatic pines and colorful aspen skirted
the well-manicured lawn. The scene was pure Wasatch Mountain
country, a mere twenty-minute drive from downtown New Greensburgh.
The perfect setting for a storybook wedding, complete with clear
blue skies, sunshine, and a mild breeze.

A covey of California quail scurrying single file
across the grass caught Jewels’ attention; a distraction allowing
the glory of her wedding day to promptly overshadow the tortures of
her former captivity. Sighing dreamily, “It’s a beautiful Indian
summer day,” she said, somewhat reluctantly returning her attention
to Warren.

“Beautiful. Indeed.”

Exhaling, she relaxed her arms to her side, changed
the subject. “So I get the story of how you two met in the Navy
SEALs, but beyond that, how does a city slicker like you and a
country boy like Marshall end up best friends? I can’t imagine you
two hanging out at the same bars picking up the same kind of
chicks.” Taking a step away from him, she again glimpsed into the
kitchen, wondered: if Marshall was the instigator of a wedding
prank, wouldn’t he want to witness it? Jewels continued, “I mean,
it seems like you’d go for the sophisticated New York babe, while
Marshall—”

Interrupting her, Warren engulfed her small waist
in his arms and thrust her body against his.

Jewels let out a startled squeal, her hands
automatically wrapped around his back. Breasts squashed on his hard
chest. Their loins collided forcefully.

“Postpone the wedding, Julia. Get to know
me
better, then decide,” he
whispered, leaning in to kiss her lips.

Blurting out an uneasy laugh and arching her back,
she thrust her palms against his chest pushing him away. “Please!
You can stop the charade now.”

Gazing into the dining room from the kitchen, “There
you are,” Marshall enthusiastically called to Jewels.

“Nice try, Marshall,” she playfully shouted over her
shoulder in the direction of the kitchen, Warren still tightly
clutching her.

Strolling into the dining room, “Jewels I’ve been
looking all over—” Marshall gasped, didn’t finish his sentence.
Stopped dead in his tracks. “What the hell?”

DING-DONG-DONG-DING!
The Westminster melody of the
front doorbell chimed.

Standing on tiptoes, she peered over Warren’s broad
shoulder into the adjoining foyer at the front door. “That’s
probably my photographer, Sam,” Jewels happily predicted, her body
snuggly flattened against Warren’s.

Leisurely releasing his firm hold on Jewels’ waist,
he withdrew with a giant rearward step. “I’ll get it,” Warren
cheerily offered, hurrying out of the dining room into the
entry.

Forehead ruffled with concern, Marshall rapidly
approached Jewels. “Are you okay? What were you two doing in
here?”

Arching a brow, “Either you put him up to this
or...,” compressing her eyes and tapping her finger against her
chin in analytical thought, “it’s some kind of an MTAF
tradition
you guys spring on the
unsuspecting bride. Either way, shame on you. I thought you said
Warren promised no wedding pranks, and I trusted you wouldn’t
concoct any such nonsense either.”

Puzzlement washed his handsome face. “What the hell
are you talking about?”

“Okay. Fine. You don’t want to admit it, but two can
play this game,” Jewels teased with a snicker.

Marshall stood speechless, mouth gaping.

Eyes rolling up toward her forehead, she searched
her brain for an appropriate response regarding why Warren and she were in the dining
room. After a few seconds she sighed, “Well, how about this for an
answer: you wanted Warren and I to spend time getting to know each
other and...,” she let the slight flicking up of her shoulders
finish her sentence.

Folding his arms over his chest and frowning,
“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Have you gotten to know him?”

Bursting into laughter, Jewels encircled her arms
around his muscular neck. “Absolutely. He’s totally charming. Quite
the flirt, as you warned. And I find him very mysterious. My reporter instincts tell me those
dark eyes of his are cloaking secrets. Honestly, I can’t wait to
learn more about your best friend.”

Remaining uptight, Marshall slid his hands onto
Jewels’ hips.

Lovingly gazing into his eyes, “Warren says he’s
got stories to tell
me about you ... and apparently some of them are real doozies,”
Jewels relayed with a mischievous giggle.

Less than amused, “So were his hands all over you
part of his story telling?”

Shrewdly she eyed him. “All right. I’ll continue
to play your little game.” Pausing, a smile danced on her lips. “He
wanted me to postpone our wedding until I got to know
him
better, then decide between the
two of you.”

Marshall’s face deadpanned.

Under her breath she laughed. Added, “For a minute I
thought he was going to try to hide me from you in a mock
kidnapping or something.”

Alarmed, “Why would you think—”

Silencing him, she pressed her finger over his
lips. Devilishly flashed her eyes. “But I’m pretty sure I figured
it out and again I say, shame on you, Marshall Watters.” Jewels
clucked her tongue in playful reprimand. “Though we’ve only been
together for a few months, even so, you should know I’m not
that
gullible. I’ll admit at first I
wasn’t sure, then I figured you put
him up to this postpone the wedding nonsense as a test or something.” Caressing his square jaw,
“Well, Marshall Watters, I’ll tell you right now, sure Warren’s a
great guy, but you’re not going to pawn me off that easily.”

 


 


DEAR GOD, JEWELS IS THAT NAIVE,
Marshall thought
maintaining an expressionless face. True, he had only known her for about three months. Their
courtship had been a whirlwind of travel between D.C. and Salt
Lake, spending much of their Utah time together in his
three-thousand square foot log cabin set on the Weber River in
Oakley where he proposed. Nonetheless, her childlike trust
concerned him. Even if it was with his best friend. Maybe,
especially
since it was with his best
friend ... his womanizing best
friend. More than that, seriously, what the hell was Warren doing?
Could his comments just be part of a practical joke, even though he
promised no wedding pranks? Or was there something more to
it?

 


 


SLIDING HIS HANDS AROUND to the back of Jewels’
waist and drawing her close, Marshall whispered, “I’d never pawn
you off ... not even to my best friend.”

“Phew! That’s good to know.” Pushing back from him,
she consulted her wristwatch. “Less than three hours to
Red
Hot. We should probably
return to our guests.”

“Jewels,” an upbeat male voice called from the
entry.

Spinning around, “Sam,” she shrieked with glee,
rushing out of the dining room into the foyer to greet him with a
hearty hug.

Sam Duncan, a lean middle-aged man of medium height
and build, was one of the photojournalists for the Press and a
sought-after wedding photographer. Having had paparazzi experience
in his younger days, he could blend in with any crowd at any
occasion, capturing natural shots without anyone noticing. Today
would be no different. Dressed in a red and white striped
button-front Henley, the shirt tails hanging over faded Levis, and
wearing boat shoes without socks, he would fit right in.

“I’m honored to be trusted with preserving the
memory of your red hot day.” A
bright smile parted his neatly trimmed salt and pepper
beard.

“As we had discussed last week, I’d really like
plenty of candid shots and just a few traditional poses. And if you
feel so inspired, video segments would be fine as well.” Motioning
with her hands around the interior, “Feel free to wander around the
house and shoot from any angle. The wedding ceremony will take
place here in the foyer,” she explained, pointing toward the
impressive winding staircase decorated with a dreamy paradisiacal
arrangement. The fresh flower garland of white orchids framing
pristine gardenias was accented by tiny star flowers and ivy
tendrils. An occasional red rose, randomly scattered throughout,
emphasized the lovely strand.

Gazing around the entry, “Impressive, Jewels. You do
know how to put on a gala,” he sighed with admiration, quickly
adding, “And you know I’ve seen some of Hollywood’s finest.”

“Oh, thank you,” she replied with a blush. Tilting
her head toward the swinging doors, “Please help yourself to the
food and beverages in the kitchen.”

“Thank you.”

“First, though, let me introduce you to everyone,
starting with Marshall.” Jewels locked her arm in his, walking back
toward the dining room.

 


 


ABOUT AN HOUR LATER.

The main gathering spot for the small group was
centered in Jewels’ expansive kitchen. The over eleven-hundred
square foot room showcased all the upscale amenities one would
expect to find in a multi-million dollar home. Commercial-grade
stainless steel appliances. Custom dark maple wood cabinets with
decorative corbels, fluted fillers, and crown moldings. Giallo
matisse granite counters and backsplash imported from Brazil, and a
walk-in pantry larger than the average master bedroom.

From the opposite end of the long rectangular
kitchen island where everyone was seated, Marshall was sitting,
oddly out of character, like a wallflower. Aimlessly he massaged
his fingers and popped his knuckles while watching Warren and
Jewels interact. Laughing. Touching each other. Exchanging animated
repartee. Anyone with eyes could see their fiery chemistry. If he
didn’t know better, one might think Warren was the bridegroom.
Jealousy festered. Yet Marshall chose not to intervene. Didn’t want
to create a scene.

Besides, Warren was like family. His only family.
The older brother he never had. That’s why he encouraged both
Jewels and Warren to spend time getting to know one another. Though
Jewels and Warren had been casually introduced during one of his
trips back to D.C., the few hours before the wedding was all the
time they would have to become better acquainted. Seemed a good
idea to have them spend a few quality hours together. Couldn’t help
but wonder if that had been a mistake. Too late now. Marshall
wanted them to get along, but wasn’t prepared for their instant
electricity.

Frequent spurts of robust laughter filled the room
as the mini mob rallied around Jewels and Warren, who had clearly
captured everyone’s attention like A-list celebrities.

Reflecting on events of a few months, it was
Marshall’s onetime Navy SEALs mentor, Howard Dyson, he feared he
would have to wage war against for Jewels’ heart. Luckily for him,
she had terminated her relationship with Howard before battle was
necessary. Since then, potential competition for Jewels’ love
hadn’t been a concern ... at least not until now.

Warren Bradshaw had a well-established reputation as
a cocksman. Even bragged about it. Yet Marshall never dreamed his
best friend would put the moves on Jewels, let alone go so far as
to ask her to postpone the wedding ... just hours before they were
to exchange vows! And what made Jewels think Warren might kidnap
her?

After a moment of further contemplation, “It’s just
his twisted humor,” Marshall mumbled to himself with a consoling
chuckle. Letting out a heavy sigh he relieved some of the tension
accumulated on his face. In less than two hours Jewels would pledge
her love for him, forsaking all others ... including Warren. Time
couldn’t move fast enough.

“Nice little social,” Sarah Kimball said, lightly
elbowing Marshall, a Bartles and Jaymes wine cooler in her hand as
she nestled into the bar stool next to him.

“Didn’t know anyone still drank those,” he
commented, eyeing her drink.

Tilting the bottle toward him to read the label,
“Pomegranate raspberry. My absolute favorite. And you know
Jewels, had to make sure
everyone had access to their favorite beverage.” Glancing at his
drink, “Wow. You like ‘em stiff ... Evian,” she said, laughing at
the water.

“Gotta have a clear head.”

“Looks like she’s fitting right in with your
family.”
Pointing with her chin at Jewels and Warren, “It’s almost like
Jewels and your best man have known each other forever.”

Wrestling a smile out of his lips, “Yes, it does,”
he reluctantly admitted, rubbing his forehead.

Sarah Kimball, TV5 evening news anchor, was
Jewels’ best friend. Single and planning to stay that way,
male friends
with benefits was all
she sought. A vamp, she and Warren were two of a kind. Yet, oddly
enough, sex appeal between them was zilch. It was apparent neither
was the least bit attracted to the other. Not even enough for a
quick roll in the hay. Perhaps they were too much alike. Both
sexual conquerors on the prowl for unsuspecting prey.

Placing the wine cooler bottle on the counter, she
rubbed her flat palm up and down, back and forth, round and round
on Marshall’s broad back. Concerned, “You’re very quiet and
withdrawn and don’t seem to be enjoying the party much. Not having
second thoughts about getting married are you?”

“No way. It’s just the waiting that’s killing me,”
he answered, arching his back and enjoying the friendly
massage.

Sarah reassuringly patted his shoulder. “She’s
worth the wait.” Glancing over at the microwave digital clock
glowing three twenty-one, Sarah exhaled forcefully. “Well,
Marshall, your wait is nearly up. As the maid of honor, it’s my
duty to escort your red hot bride
upstairs to prepare for the ceremony.”

Happily Marshall bobbed his head. Playfully poking
his elbow into her upper arm, he lowered his voice, “I
know
you’re privy to the specifics.
So what’s going on with red hot and why such a big secret? The only thing Jewels will tell
me is that everyone is supposed to wear a vivid red article of
clothing.” Seductively waving his brows at her, “Give me a clue. I
promise I’ll never divulge my source.”

Sneakily looking side to side, she leaned into him,
cupped her hand around the side of her mouth, whispered in his ear,
“The boutonnieres and corsages are red.”

Sitting up straight and blowing air through his lips
like a disgusted horse, “Tell me something I didn’t know.”

“Ahhhh, you’re a tough guy. Cowboy up,” she teased,
slapping her open hand against his back. “All the answers you seek
will be revealed in
Jewels’ own time.”

Narrowing his eyes, “I’ll remember this
conversation should you ever want a
favor from me,” he kidded.

Leaning over the counter and extending her arm, she
rapidly tapped her flat palm on the granite slab to attract her
friend’s attention. “Jewels, I think it’s time,” Sarah merrily
broadcast.

Joy radiated from every pore as Jewels eyed
Marshall, winked. Announcing to her guests, “Okay, everyone, I’ll
see you red
hot in a little over an
hour,” she said with excitement. “Please make yourself at home.
There are eight bathrooms scattered throughout the house for you to
use to change into your red hot attire.”

“And I’ll be happy to help you navigate through this
hotel, I mean house,” Belinda cheerily piped up with an exuberant
laugh. She had been sitting as close to Warren as possible and
blatantly ogling him for the last hour.

But he hadn’t noticed.

“Awesome! Thank you, Belinda,” Jewels said.

Belinda nudged Warren’s arm with her elbow. Leaned
into him. “I’ll be happy to give you a personal tour,” she flirtatiously whispered.

“Maybe some other time,” he quickly responded.

Jewels eagerly rose to her feet, beamed her biggest
smile at Marshall and flitted toward the hallway.

All of a sudden Warren leaped from the bar stool,
dashed after Jewels, caught her, scooped her body into his
arms.

Jewels shrieked. Gasped. Confusion swept her
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