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Callahan’s Savannah Caper

 


Cat Callahan Cozy Mysteries, Book 3

 


 


By Rebecca Barrett


 


 


For CeCe and Binnie, champion of all living
creatures, especially cats. Never mind that CeCe claims to be a dog
person. We know where her heart is.


Chapter One

 


 


I open my eyes wide, then narrow them to mere
slits. My ears perk up and my tail twitches. I rise from the
cushion of the window seat and peer out into the shadows, my
superior feline senses at full alert. A sound has disturbed me from
that light sleep of the born hunter.

My tail twitches back and forth with
anticipation. Here at last is something to relieve the boredom of
our stopover in sleepy Savannah, Georgia, something to pique my
curiosity and engage my sleuthing skills. Some dirt bag is
attempting to rob the office of my sleeping companion of the
moment.

A muffled thud sounds from below and I’m off
the window seat in a flash. The noise is coming from the ground
floor, from the office of The Hampton Detective Agency. I slide
across the hardwood floor to a halt at the apartment door. It’s
closed and probably locked. It’s a solid, old door in a solid, old
house on Calhoun Square.

I turn almost before I reach the door and
retrace my steps with a couple of springs of my powerful hind legs.
The window is open six inches, just enough room for me to slip
through, catwalk the molding of the building, drop to the awning,
and then to the ground. But that won’t do me any good. Those noises
came from inside the office below.

In less than twenty seconds from the first
thump that woke me, I decide the only course of action is to
involve my current roommate, Julia.

Without a second thought I spring onto the
bed that dominates the room, walk onto Julia’s chest, and sit. I
bat at her face with my paw. Stealth is the only weapon we have at
the moment before the nature of the not-so-secretive activity below
is known.

Julia rises from her prone position and a
deep sleep in one swift move. I slip from her chest.

“What? What?”

She isn’t fully awake. I reach my paw up to
her lips in an effort to silence her.

Julia brushes her hair back from her face and
reaches for me.

“Callahan? What’s the matter?” She
yawns. “You want to go out?”

Again, I place a paw over her lips then jump
from the bed and head for the door. Another muffled thud comes from
below.

Julia sits up straight, suddenly alert.
She whispers, “What’s that?” as she eases out of the bed and
follows barefoot after me.

She presses her ear against the heavy
apartment door and listens. I bat at the door with my paws and
growl low in my throat.

Julia retrieves a long, heavy-duty
flashlight from a drawer in the bombe chest next to the entry. She
carefully turns the deadbolt lock so as not to make a sound, then
places her finger to her lips. “Shhhhh.” The door swings
open on silent hinges.

The noise downstairs is louder now, drawers
opening and closing, paper shuffled. It’s evident someone is
ransacking Julia’s desk and file cabinet. I race ahead, taking the
stairs as silently as a panther stalking his prey. In an instant,
I’m out of Julia’s sight and have picked my way across the
shattered glass from the French doors that are the entrance from
the foyer into the detective agency’s office.

Two thugs are hard at it, one searching
through the files in the file cabinet and dumping folders
unceremoniously onto the floor, while the other is at her desk
trying to access her computer records.

I make my way unnoticed under the desk as the
crunch of glass beneath Julia’s bare feet alerts the intruders that
they’ve been discovered. Both men look up and the one at the desk
immediately kills the lamp light. I spring at him and catch his leg
in my claws. By this time both men are headed for the door. Julia
thinks to turn on the flashlight just as both of them barrel into
her, knocking her to the glass-littered floor. I’m unable to hang
on to the perp’s pants leg but I dig my claws into his calf,
extracting a muttered curse before he shakes free of my grip. As
they slip out into the night, all I have left is a scrap of
fabric.

Torn between the chase and the fallen Julia,
I reluctantly give in to my new-found sense of responsibility for
humans and go to her aid.

 


* * *

 


Sergeant Gibbons arrived on the scene within
minutes of Julia’s call to 911. He pushed his hat onto the back of
his head and sighed. “Your father isn’t going to like this,
Julia.”

“Do you have to tell him?”

“It wouldn’t be right if I didn’t.”

Julia bit back the response that was on the
tip of her tongue. She hadn’t lived at home since her return to
Savannah after college but that hadn’t prevented her father from
keeping a watchful eye over her. At twenty-eight she was more than
an adult, more than capable of taking care of herself, but she knew
she’d always, in her father’s eyes, be daddy’s little girl. And all
the cops who patrol the historic district of Savannah knew it too.
Sometimes her father’s social standing and political influence were
maddening.

Julia lifted her hands in a gesture of
surrender. “Fine. But don’t make it sound worse than it is.”

Sergeant Gibbons looked about at the mess in
her office and the broken pane of glass in the French door.
Finally, his gaze came to rest on her arm. “But you’re
bleeding.”

“You would be too if you walked barefoot in
the dark over broken glass.”

“What about your arm? How did that
happen?”

Julia looked away from Sergeant Gibbons and
surveyed the disaster in her office. “I cut it on the door.”

He glanced down at his notepad. “So, there
were two of them, both wearing ski masks, about five-ten to six
feet tall.”

“Yes.”

“And you can’t say what they were after?”

“I can’t say because I don’t know. As far as
I can tell they were searching for something in my files. I won’t
know until I sort through this mess.”

He slapped the notebook closed. “So, there
was nothing distinctive about either of them that you
remember?”

Julia lifted her shoulders in a faint shrug.
“I only saw them for less than a minute. When I stepped on the
broken glass, the one at my desk turned off the lamp.”

“Well, we’ll dust for prints but I doubt we
find any. Crooks these days know how to cover their tracks. Too
many cop shows on TV.”

He was about to turn into the office when he
spotted Callahan sitting on the third step of the stairs. “I didn’t
know you had a cat.”

“I don’t. I’m taking him to the vet tomorrow
for a friend.”

Callahan raised his hackles and growled low
in his throat.

“Not very friendly, is he?”

Julia laughed. “Callahan is a free spirit. He
isn’t pleased at being confined in my apartment for the next few
days.”

With that Callahan turned his back on the two
of them and began to groom himself.

Julia laughed again. “As you can see.”

After Sergeant Gibbons finally left, taking
the young policeman who spent more time ogling her than collecting
evidence, Julia surveyed the mess in her office. What could the two
men have been searching for? Except for a discreet plaque with gold
lettering beside the outer door of the building there was no way of
knowing this house was any different from all the other mostly
residential houses on the square. This wasn’t a random break-in.
They were looking for something specific, something in her
files.

She thought back over the past few weeks and
months. All her cases were in the end stages of resolution. The
information from her research had been reported to the insurance
company that employed her, the conclusions already on file. She had
a court hearing in two weeks on one of them and an arbitration
hearing scheduled next month on another. A lot of money was at
stake in the arbitration case but not so much on the court case.
How would her files benefit either of them?

Well, there was no way to know until she
established some sense of order.

As soon as the policemen left the premises,
Callahan began a circuitous inspection of the room. He pawed a
couple of manila folders on the floor, sniffed the drawer pull on
the file cabinet, but quickly moved on. The desk chair piqued his
interest. He placed his nose to the seat of the chair and sneezed.
Next, he inspected several items on the desktop: a stapler, a
letter opener, the lamp, and finally the keyboard of the computer.
He sat squarely in the middle of the desk blotter and blinked
slowly three times.

Julia watched him from the floor where she
was sorting sheets of paper into various piles. She sat back on her
heels.

“What?” she said. “Don’t tell me you sniffed
out the perp.” She was glad of his company as she worked at
restoring order. The thought that the intruders could have made
their way up to her apartment and caught her by surprise wasn’t
something she wanted to dwell on. “I know you’d rather be with Dax
tonight but I’m glad you were here. My very own burglar alarm.” She
rose from her crouched position and scratched him behind the
ear.

Callahan yawned hugely and continued to sit
on the desk. His eyes blinked slowly once again, and he said,
“Yeow.”

Julia smiled and returned to sorting
receipts, photos, claim forms, and other bits of information. After
a couple of minutes, she paused and looked up at Callahan. She
watched him patiently waiting then she got up from the floor. “All
right, my friend, let’s see what’s so interesting up here.”

She pulled the chair up to the desk and sat,
moving Callahan to the corner of the desktop as she did. It took a
few seconds for the computer to boot up. She scrolled through her
documents file, hoping to find something that would indicate what
the intruders were searching for. After about ten minutes she sat
back and drummed her fingertips on the desk. “I give up. Nothing
stands out.”

She started to return to the mess of files on
the floor then decided to check her email. As soon as she opened
Gmail, Callahan stood and walked across the keyboard.

“Callahan!” She lifted him down to the floor
and shook her finger at him. “Bad kitty!”

Callahan arched his back and walked away on
stiff legs, disdain radiating throughout his body.

Julia turned back to the computer screen and
discovered the cat, in his prance across the keyboard, had opened
an email from Sandra, a long-time friend and the receptionist at
her new client’s insurance agency. Staring at her from the computer
was a handsome man with dark brown eyes and a strong chin.

“Hello. What’s this?” She clicked on the
image and reduced it from full screen. The photo was on a dating
site. Single, thirty-two, relatively new to the area, antique
car enthusiast.

She studied the image. There was something
familiar about that face. Douglas Heinz. Who was Douglas Heinz and
where had she seen him before?

 


* * *

 


Mitch Lawson stood in the shadow of the
Federal style building. The cone of light from the wrought iron
lamppost on the corner created night blindness for anyone who might
glance in his direction. He had been standing there for well over
two hours, his stance relaxed, unmoving. It was a stance learned
from years of surveillance duty and one he could maintain for hours
if necessary. The alleyway leading down the side of the Georgian
house across the street was lit by low lights on the side of the
main building, their design not meant for security but rather for
their historical aesthetic.

His attention was focused on the carriage
house at the end of the alley. It, too, was lit by a gas carriage
lamp but the illumination was sufficient for him to determine that
no one had come or gone from the building since his arrival.

He glanced down at his watch. It was two
o’clock in the morning. He looked up and down the street, alert to
any movement. Nothing. He stepped out of the shadows, his head
down, the collar of his sports coat turned up, and crossed the
street and down the alley, his presence nothing more than another
shadow.

There was only one way in or out of the
carriage house. Mitch took a pick from his pocket and soon the lock
on the Dutch door opened. He slipped into the main living space and
stood for a minute, allowing his eyes to adjust to the deeper
shades of darkness. There were pinpoints of green light coming from
the router of the computer on a desk to the left of the door. Three
blue lights from what was probably the television and stereo setup
were visible at the end of the room, and from the open door of the
bedroom, another faint light source, probably a clock of some
kind.

Mitch did a quick reconnoiter of the
apartment using a penlight sparingly. The bed had not been
disturbed and the bathroom was neat and tidy. He found nothing in
the closet out of the ordinary. There were no signs of a meal
prepared or eaten in the kitchen. All was spic and span. At the
desk he stood and looked out along the alleyway, his eyes searching
every shadow. Finally, he hit the power button and booted up the
computer.

The password prompt popped up. What would he
use? He began to open desk drawers. In the bottom right drawer, he
found a notebook conveniently labeled passcodes. Mitch gave
a grunt of humor. So much for security.

He went immediately to the browser history.
The Bank of Savannah was the only notable site to show up. Nothing
unusual there. Under documents he found three files that had been
accessed repeatedly over the past thirty days. The activity had
been more pronounced in the past week but when he checked into each
file, there was nothing that indicated changes to the documents. He
sat back in the chair and stared into the darkness, thinking about
this. Why monitor these three cases so closely?

From the inner pocket of his sports coat he
took out a notepad and pen. He jotted down the names on the files.
He started to close out the files and noticed an annotation at the
bottom of two of them. They were both assigned to Peter Ryder, a
claims adjustor with The Weatherby Insurance Agency, but he, in
turn, had requested the involvement of The Hampton Detective
Agency.

Mitch closed the documents file and turned
off the computer. He sat in the dark letting his vision readjust to
the night then stood and left as silently and unnoticed as he had
come.


Chapter Two

 


 


Julia spent another half hour restoring order
to her files then gave up. She yawned, turned out the lights, and
went upstairs with every intention of going back to bed but by the
time she dug a splinter of glass from her heel and redressed the
cuts on her left foot and right arm, it was almost five o’clock in
the morning. Her day usually started at six with yoga and copious
amounts of coffee. Today she decided to forego the yoga and head
straight for the coffee pot.

The phone rang just as she finished her
shower. It was six-fifteen.

“Hi, Mom. Right on time.”

“Good morning, Julia. Your father is beside
himself as I’m sure you’re aware. He has Gibbons down in the study
grilling the poor man like a defense attorney. You’d better tell me
what happened so I can calm the waters.”

“I was hoping he wouldn’t tell Daddy.”

“You know your father worries.”

“Yes, Mother, I know. It was nothing really.
Someone broke into the office and went through my files.”

“Sergeant Gibbons said they trashed the
place.”

“I prefer to think of it as a very thorough
search of my files.”

Her mother sighed. “Well, you realize Woodrow
will insist on that alarm system now.”

Julia groaned. “Mom,” the word was a
drawn-out plea.

“I’m sorry, Julia. I confess this incident
makes me have second thoughts about this new scheme of yours.”

“It’s not a scheme, Mom. It’s a
profession.”

“Snooping into other people’s lives isn’t a
profession.”

Julia chuckled. “No, it’s Aunt Ethel.”

“Julia!”

“Sorry, Mom.”

“Well, you’d best come to breakfast. Better
to go ahead and beard the lion and get it over with. Besides, you
left your briefcase here last night.”

Julia smacked her palm against her forehead.
Of all the times to forget her briefcase, this was the worst. She
needed it for her meeting with the insurance adjustor later in the
morning. All the documents and policy information on a new case
with a new client were in it. She would have to face her father at
the height of his fright over the break-in.

 


* * *

 


The charcoal grey linen sheath struck just
the right note. Cool for the September heat, elegant yet
professional enough for a business meeting. Julia struggled over
the shoes but since she needed to look as grown-up and capable as
possible for her encounter with her father, she chose the sherbet
orange sling backs and a black envelope handbag. She put her hair
up and the gold orb earrings were just enough with the single
strand pearl necklace. She checked her appearance in the mirror.
“Okay,” she said, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. As she
slowly let it out, she opened her eyes. She was ready.

At her parents’ home she went in the back
way, through the kitchen, and snitched a grape from the fruit bowl.
Rosetta gave her a sympathetic look as she headed toward the door
to the dining room.

Woodrow Hampton looked over the top of the
newspaper and his reading glasses when she entered the room.

Julia hoped the flesh tone of the Band-Aids
on her right arm would go unnoticed. She rounded the table and
kissed his cheek. “Good morning, Daddy.”

“Good morning? Just what, pray tell, is good
about it? Amos Gibbons tells me you could have been killed in your
sleep.”

“Oh, shush, Daddy. You of all people know how
dramatic he can be. It was nothing more than a broken pane of
glass, someone looking for the office cash, or more likely some
kids up to mischief.”

“Don’t you shush me, young lady. Do you think
I just fell off the turnip truck?”

“Now, Daddy, your blood pressure.”

“And don’t you ‘your blood pressure’ me. I
wouldn’t have to worry about my blood pressure if you hadn’t gotten
the fool notion into your head that you could meddle in other
people’s business without any consequences whatsoever.”

From the sideboard Julia poured a cup of
coffee and put a slice of toast on a plate. “I don’t meddle, Daddy.
All my job amounts to is research and a lot of paperwork.”

“Hah! You think Rocco Sullivan is best
pleased that the Mark Rothko he sold to the museum has been
declared a fraud on your say so?”

“Not on my say so, Daddy. On the say so of
the art curator of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.” She sat at the
table and began to spread marmalade on her toast.

“Yes, but only because—”

“Woodrow,” Audrey Hampton entered the dining
room and interrupted the heated conversation between her husband
and her daughter, “you’re going to be late for the board meeting if
you don’t get yourself to The Bank.”

He rose from his chair. “You needn’t think
you’ve heard the last of this.” He threw his napkin onto the table
and looked from mother to daughter. “Either of you.”

Julia stood, and her father took her by the
upper arms and gave her a gentle shake.

“You gave us a scare, Little Bit. What would
we do if anything happened to you?”

His use of her childhood name was almost her
undoing. “Oh, Daddy.” She lowered her chin and began to straighten
his tie. “Nothing bad is going to happen to me. Savannah is a
sleepy little town, not a den of intrigue and high crimes. It was
just a random act of mischief. You’ll see.”

“Well, we’re installing that security
system.” When she started to open her mouth in protest, he held up
a warning finger. “I’m not budging on this.”

Julia knew when and how to pick her battles,
so she smiled sweetly and kissed his cheek. “Of course, Daddy.”

Audrey Hampton waited until her husband’s
footsteps had receded before she launched her own campaign.

“I think we’ve seen the worst of it. The
security system will appease him for now.” She poured herself a cup
of coffee and took a chair across the table from where Julia had
resumed her seat. “But something has come up and I think it’s
important, for your father’s sake, that you attend.”

Julia put the last bite of toast back on her
plate. She knew this strategy and her mother wasn’t a foe so easily
vanquished.

“Okay, let me hear it.”

Her mother smiled before launching the first
foray.

“The Bank is acquiring Low Country
Securities. The merger has been finalized and there needs to be a
suitable recognition of the occasion.”

Julia tried to detect any ulterior motive in
this opening salvo. It seemed innocuous enough on the face of it.
That was why she knew to be doubly vigilant. Nothing with her
mother was ever so benign.

“How suitable?”

“A party at The Club, formal attire, I should
think.”

“Lots of pomp and circumstance.”

Her mother inclined her head slightly.
“Exactly. The Bank will absorb the primary executives, give them
some title in a nice office.”

“And a golden parachute for the dead
weight.”

“Something like that.”

“And why is it important that I be
there?”

“Well, this was a hard-won takeover. There’s
some animosity on the part of one or two of the majority owners so
we need to show a united front. Welcome them into the family, so to
speak.”

“But I have nothing to do with The Bank.”

“It’s important to your father. Besides,
Vincent Richlieu will retain his position as Second Vice-President
of Acquisitions.”

“Oh, Mom. Vinnie Richlieu?
Really?”

“Julia, we’ve known the Richlieus forever.
Your cousin Grace is married to Vinnie—Vincent’s third cousin on
his mother’s side.” Her mother stirred her now cold cup of coffee.
“And you remember Vincent from middle school. He’s quite grown out
of his acne and braces.”

“Mom, I’ll get the security system. I’ll add
flood lights, motion activated lights, to the house. I’ll even call
every night when I get home. But I draw the line at Vinnie
Richlieu.”

Audrey Hampton smoothed the immaculate
surface of the Irish linen tablecloth. “I understand.” She rose
from her chair, picked up her cup and saucer, and turned toward the
kitchen. “Your father will be so disappointed.”

Julia groaned inwardly. Her mother had played
her trump card. Her comment was code for a command appearance. She
spoke in the language of Southern women. Women who never raised
their voices, never quarreled, who never made outright demands.
That code was universal throughout the South and it always achieved
the desired result.

“And, Julia,” her mother said, “wear
something with sleeves before it occurs to your father to question
all the Band-Aids on your arm.”

 



Chapter Three

 


 


Sandra looked up from the reception desk when
Julia pushed through the front door of The Weatherby Insurance
Agency.

“Julia!” She was all smiles. “Did you get my
email?”

Julia, who had just survived a bad night, and
it could be argued, a worse morning, was at a loss as to what
Sandra was referring.

Sandra must have read the lost expression on
her face. She said, “The website. You know. Doug’s profile.”

“Doug’s profile?” Julia frowned then she
remembered. “Douglas. Douglas Heinz.”

“Yes!” Sandra looked as if she would pop with
barely suppressed excitement. “Isn’t he a dream?”

Julia smiled at Sandra’s enthusiasm and her
own memory of the website photo. “Not bad. If it’s a real photo of
a real guy. Everyone lies on those sites.”

“No, no, no.” Sandra shook her head. “He’s as
real as they come. I know because we posted the profile.”

“We?”

“Me and Debbie.”

Debbie was the secretary for the claims
adjustor for The Weatherby Insurance Agency.

“So who is he?’

“The new guy.”

“The new— Wait. What new guy?”

“Well, not new, new. He’s been here almost a
year.”

“Now I see why he looked so familiar. I must
have glimpsed him around the office at some point.” She dug around
in her briefcase and came up with a daily reminder. “I have an
appointment—”

“Julia!” Sandra slapped her hands on the
desk. “What about Doug?”

Julia raised her gaze from the page of her
daily reminder. “What about him?”

“Don’t you want to—you know—ping him?”

“Ping him,” Julia said in amazement while she
silently thought, matchmakers to the left of me, matchmakers to
the right of me. “I’m not going to date some guy who has to
resort to the internet to get someone to go out with him.” All the
time she was really thinking loser.

“But he didn’t.” Sandra looked crushed.

“I’m sorry,” Julia’s eyebrows rose in
question, “didn’t what?”

“He didn’t post the profile. We did. Me and
Debbie.”

“You mean he doesn’t know?”

Sandra shook her head.

“Oops.”

Julia could see doubt spreading across
Sandra’s face and wished she had held her tongue.

“You don’t think he’ll be mad?”

What to say? Julia knew she would be spitting
mad if any of her friends pulled such a stunt on her.

“Maybe not. If he’s such a great guy I’m sure
he’ll take the news in the spirit it was intended.”

Just then the door to the inner offices of
the insurance agency flew open and none other than Douglas Heinz
marched into the reception area. “Sandra.”

Sandra stood so quickly her chair flew back
against the partition wall.

“What are all these messages in my inbox? And
what the heck is Couples Connection?”

Julia couldn’t help but notice that Douglas
Heinz looked even more attractive when his dark eyes flashed with
what appeared to be more than a little anger.

“D-d-doug,” Sandra stammered. “Douglas Heinz,
this is Julia Hampton.”

Doug nodded in Julia’s direction, then took a
breath in preparation for what Julia was sure would be a diatribe
at Sandra. But he stopped as if in mid-thought and turned back to
Julia.

“Julia Hampton?”

“Yes.”

All the anger disappeared from his
expression. “The private detective of The Hampton Detective
Agency?”

Julia smiled. “One and the same.”

“What brings you to The Weatherby
Agency?”

“An appointment with Peter Ryder.”

“Too bad. I was hoping it had something to do
with the prank Debbie and Sandra have gotten me into.”

“Prank?” Julia knew he was flirting, and she
liked that he was. Who wouldn’t trade Vinnie Richlieu for this
single, thirty-two, fairly new to the area, antique car
enthusiast.

Douglas Heinz revealed a perfect row of
pearly whites and said, “It seems I’ve been languishing on the
shelf for too long, in their opinion.”

“Ah,” Julia said. “So, Couples Connection
isn’t a marriage counseling service?”

“If it is, the ladies have made a grave
mistake.”

“How so?”

“I have no wife, no significant other, no
better half.”

“A pity.”

“Not from where I’m standing.”

Julia was accustomed to male attention.
Doug’s flirting didn’t make her blush. She realized she was
enjoying it. But she was here on business. She smiled at Douglas
Heinz then returned her attention to Sandra who was beaming like
the mother of a newborn baby.

“Sandra, would you let Peter know I’m
here?”

“Oh,” Sandra said. “He isn’t here. In fact, I
can’t find him.”

“Since when?”

“Yesterday afternoon. He checked in after his
morning appointment then was a no-show for his two o’clock.”

Doug said, “I saw him just before lunch
yesterday. Have you tried his home?”

“Home and cell. I can’t reach him anywhere.”
Sandra frowned. “It’s not like him to simply duck out on his
appointments.”

Julia returned her calendar to her briefcase.
“I’ll try to reach him and reschedule. Let me know when he checks
in.”

Doug touched Julia’s arm lightly. “How about
a cup of coffee? I mean now that your calendar is open.”

Julia thought about the disarray still
awaiting her at her office but then she looked at the invitation in
Doug’s eyes and allowed herself to be swayed.

 


* * *

 


The night had turned cool for September in
Savannah. The following day held a crispness that Julia loved.
Autumn was her favorite time of the year. The alfresco tables at
Adolpho’s had been the perfect choice for the dinner invitation
which Julia had—over coffee with Douglas Heinz the previous day
—deftly turned into the more innocuous lunch they had just enjoyed.
She smiled at her reflection in the mirror of the powder room where
she had just reapplied her lipstick. There was potential here, she
decided. Doug was witty, intelligent, and a far cry from Vinnie
Richlieu.

He waited on the sidewalk outside the
entrance to the restaurant and turned to her with a smile as she
came through the door. The slant of the autumnal sun etched his
face in sharp contrasts of light and shadow. Sunglasses hid his
eyes. For an instant his expression brought a wolfish image to
Julia’s mind. It passed before the thought could fully take hold as
he reached out his hand to her and threaded her arm through
his.

They turned down the sidewalk in the
direction where Doug had parked his classic 1966 Ferrari Spyder a
block and a half away.

“So,” Doug said as he snugged her arm more
securely in the crook of his elbow, “did I pass muster? Table
manners up to par? Proper wine selection? Passable meaningless
conversation?”

Julia laughed. “You’ll do in a pinch.”

“Ah.” He smiled. “A compliment of the highest
magnitude, coming from the daughter of Woodrow Hampton, as in The
Bank of Savannah Hamptons?”

Although he posited his statement as a
question, Julia felt a slight letdown for she knew that knowledge
changed things. She didn’t allow her disappointment to show but
said in a like teasing manner, “Oh, my, yes. Or as we in the family
refer to it, The Bank.”

“As everyone in Savannah refers to it as
well, probably even in the hallowed halls of Wharton Business
School.” He sighed. “Worse luck.”

Julia kept her tone light and teasing. “Why’s
that?”

Doug stopped in the middle of the sidewalk
and turned to face her as her arm slipped from his. “Because I like
you.”

“Okay. And why is that bad luck?”

“Pretty girl, old family, rich and powerful
daddy. He’s probably running a background check on me as we
speak.”

The smile faded from her expression. “And
what will he find?”

Doug lifted his shoulders in a dismissive
shrug. “Middle class, state college educated, nose to the
grindstone average Joe.”

She thought of the expensive classic car he
drove. Vulgar as her mother thought the habit, her job had taught
her to assign value to rare objects of beauty. The Ferrari was
probably worth more than half a million dollars. Doug wasn’t such
an average Joe as he pretended.

“Well, in that case,” she said, the humor
returning to her voice, “you’re perfectly safe from Daddy’s
objections. He knows I’m only interested in equally old family,
rich, and powerful contenders.”

Doug grinned, and they turned back along
their path. “Thank God. I didn’t think I could dodge that
bullet.”

“Well, since you now know you’re safe from my
feminine wiles, I have a favor to ask.”

“A damsel in distress? Is that your
ploy?”

“I find it works on occasion.”

“Okay,” he said, “lead me down the primrose
path.”

“There’s an event I have to attend on Friday
evening. One of those fusty old gatherings to grace the anointed
with my presence.”

“Command performance?”

Julia sighed. “Yes.”

“Then I’m at your service. Where and what
time shall I pick you up?”

“Black tie at The Club and seven
o’clock.”

“Black tie, huh. And The Club would be, of
course, The Savannah Golf Club.”

She smiled. “Of course.”

He laughed. “Well, count me—”

The words died on his lips as they came
abreast of his car. The pristine red paint had the letters D I C
scratched deeply into the hood. A long, keyed scratch traveled down
the passenger side from front to back.

“Son-of—” He paled, snatched his sunglasses
off, and ran his hand over his eyes as if to erase the image. “What
the hell!”

“My God, Doug.” Julia stared at the damage.
“Who would do such a thing?”

Doug turned from the car, his back to Julia.
She saw his shoulders draw in as if in pain for just a second then
his posture straightened, his shoulders squared, and he turned back
toward the car. There was a change in his voice when he spoke, a
deadly quality that caused Julia to take a small step back. His
words belied his expression. “Vandals.” He cleared his throat.
“Damn fool kids, probably.”

“Surely not.” Julia’s gaze settled on the
capital letters across the hood of the car. They were deep and the
lines sharp and smooth as if done quickly, as if the perpetrator
were in a rage, no hesitation, just violence. Kids would perhaps
key the side of
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