
  
    [image: Double Trouble]
  


  
    
      Double Trouble

    

    
      
        Deborah Cooke

      

    

    
      Deborah A. Cooke

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Double Trouble

        Copyright © 2001, 2012 Claire Delacroix, Inc.

      

        

      
        Cover by Kim Killion

      

      

      

      All rights reserved.

      
        
        Third Time Lucky, Double Trouble, One More Time and All Or Nothing were originally published under the pseudonym, Claire Cross. Deborah Cooke also writes as Claire Delacroix and as herself.

      

        

      
        These re-releases have had only minor corrections from the original texts. They are essentially the same as the original print editions, although there are minor variations.

      

        

      
        Without limiting the rights under copyright preserved above, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright holder and the publisher of this book.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

      

      

      ISBN: 978-1-927477-15-1

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        The Coxwell Series

      

      
        Dear Reader

      

    

    
      
        Double Trouble

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Sign up for My Newsletter, Heroes & Happy Endings

      

      
        An Excerpt from One More Time

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        More Contemporary Romance by Deborah Cooke

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Coxwell Series

          

          Contemporary romances and romantic comedies by Deborah Cooke

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. THIRD TIME LUCKY

      

        

      
        2. DOUBLE TROUBLE

      

        

      
        3. ONE MORE TIME

      

        

      
        4. ALL OR NOTHING

      

        

      
        5. Christmas with the Coxwells

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      There is something about Maralys that still intrigues me, years after she stepped onto the page. She’s not unlike a lot of people I’ve known whose bark is worse than their bite. It’s not a big surprise that she’s defending secrets. I like how she finds common ground with James, a successful lawyer who seems to have everything going for him—except, of course, his wife walking out on their marriage. When I wrote this book, which is a second-chance-at-love story, I thought the twist was really obvious. If you don’t see it now, just trust me, and let Maralys and James tell you their story.

      In 2018, I revisited the Coxwells with a Christmas short story called Christmas with the Coxwells. It takes place twelve years after the end of All or Nothing, the fourth book in the series, and sets the stage for the next generation of Coxwells to have their stories told. I think Annette (Matt and Leslie’s daughter) will be first.

      You might also be interested in my contemporary romance series Flatiron Five Fitness—it features five friends who founded a gym together after finishing college. F5 has become more of an empire than simply a place to work out, and they’re all dealing with changes in their lives along with their success. Just One Fake Date is the story of Tyler McKay, who is the finance guy and the planner. His fourth (and youngest) sister is getting married and he’s dreading the inevitable matchmaking of his relations. Enter Shannyn Hawke, a woman he knew in college, who isn’t nearly as shy as he remembers. Shannyn’s making up for lost time and suggests a proposition Tyler can’t refuse. The way she keeps Ty on his toes—and pushes his limits—is a lot of fun.

      Of course, I write paranormal romances, as well. In 2018, I was able to republish all of my Dragonfire novels in new editions, and that series (featuring dragon shifter heroes) is complete. I’m writing the DragonFate series also set in that world.. My current paranormal romance series is the Dragons of Incendium and features dragon shifter princess from space. These are action-packed and sexy, and straddle the line between paranormal romance and science fiction romance. I also continue to write medieval romances as Claire Delacroix.

      To learn about my new releases and get additional content available only to subscribers, please sign up for my newsletter. Heroes & Happy Endings is the newsletter for my Deborah Cooke contemporary romances and there’s a three-book exclusive bundle available free just for signing up.

      I hope you enjoy Maralys and James’ story.

      All my best—

      Deborah

      http://deborahcooke.com
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            Double Trouble

          

          Book #2 of the Coxwell Series

        

      

    

    
      Two Sisters. One Disaster.

      
        
        First things first: I’m the bad twin. While my sister, Marcia, has the perfect family in the perfect suburb, I’ve been making my living as an Internet advice columnist and designing Web sites in my downtown loft. I always thought I had the right answer—and hair color—for any occasion.

      

        

      
        That is, until Marcia ran up loads of debt and ran out on her husband and kids, and I was left helping to pick up the pieces. Her husband, James, is a lawyer who I hate on principle alone.

      

        

      
        But for a guy who’s just lost his job, his marriage, and his expensive toys, he’s keeping it together—and making me rethink my feelings toward him. It’s not that he’s traded in his conservative suits for sexy jeans. It’s that he’s not giving up what’s important to him, and oh baby, I’m a sucker for a guy who hangs tough.

      

        

      
        That doesn’t mean I’m ready to step into Marcia’s designer shoes now that she’s gone A.W.O.L.

      

        

      
        And it doesn’t mean I’m going to fall for James’s easy charm…not again, anyhow. Besides, I’ve had a lifelong policy of not being mistaken for my twin and I’m not backing down on that one now—no matter how convenient it might be for a certain sexy (and persuasive) man…
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        SUBJECT: what to do dating blues

        Yo Aunt Mary—

        Ancient uncle kicked, Mom says all 2 go 2 funeral FRIDAY NIGHT! =8-o

        lame.com—I could be meeting Mr. Right instead. Wah! :-(

        Yr advice?

        Hot_Chic

        SUBJECT: re: what to do dating blues

      

        

      
        Dear Hot_Chic

        Go…in something sleek and black.

        The heir might need solace—and yr Fri night might not be wasted after all. ;-)

      

        

      
        Aunt Mary

        Uncertain? Confused? Ask Aunt Mary!

        Your one stop shop for netiquette and advice:

        http://www.ask-aunt-mary.com

      

      

      

      I propped my chin on my hand and stared at the message. Maybe I was getting bored with this gig. Aunt Mary certainly had lost a bit of her sparkle—she was sounding more like a cranky old bitch than an irreverent livewire these days.

      But then, it was only nine at night and I was just waking up.

      I saved the response without posting it to the board—just in case lightning struck in the wee hours of the morning—yawned and stretched. The truth of it was that I shouldn’t even have been out of bed yet, but I hadn’t slept well. Something had kept me awake today. Guilty conscience, maybe. Ha. Hole-digging types in the street below, more likely.

      I was still warm and fuzzy, halfway between sleep and wake. But there were lots of messages for that sage of netiquette, Aunt Mary. Time for some rocket java to fuel the keyboard merengue.

      The phone rang when I was elbowing some space on the cluttered counter for the coffee bean grinder. You’ve got to grind your own, you know, if you want a decent cup of brew.

      “Auntie Maralys? Is that you?”

      It wasn’t such a weird time for my nephew to be calling, but something about his tone made me forget my coffee. I would have bet my last buck that this ten-year-old kid was never uncertain of anything, but he sounded…lost.

      He had my attention but quick. In fact, he was giving me hives. I don’t do kids. Don’t handle dependence and vulnerability real well. The only reason I can deal with my nephews is that they’re getting older—I think of them as very small adults and it’s okay.

      Mostly.

      But now, Jimmy was doing a “make my boo-boo better voice” and I felt my bile rising.

      “Sure, Jimmy, it’s me. How’s it going?” Maybe I sounded a little more cheerful than necessary, but it seemed to reassure him.

      It certainly reassured me.

      “Houston, we have a problem,” he said, slipping into a routine we often used. In this scenario, I was NASA control and he was captain of the intrepid space voyager, Calypso. To say that Jimmy was a space nut would be the understatement of the century.

      It worked out all right—kind of a meeting of the minds in technogeek land.

      “Roger, Calypso. I copy.” A problem to which I was the solution. I was already making a good guess as to what the deal might be. My sister, in case I haven’t mentioned it, is a selfish harebrained idiot. “What are your coordinates, Calypso?”

      “Um, at the pool.”

      “You have swimming lessons tonight?”

      “Roger, Houston. Exercise maneuvers have been completed.”

      A long pause followed. Time for those latent psychic abilities to kick in. Sadly, they missed their cue. “Can you describe the nature of your problem, Calypso?”

      “Um. Auntie Maralys…”

      His voice quivered and I shivered right to my toes. Just having clutchy, needy people on my phone—well, one person really, but it was enough—made me want to break and run.

      I closed my eyes and forced myself to guess what was up. Eenie meanie jelly beanie. “Have you made contact with your shuttle, Calypso?” I was thinking that my twin and I were going to have to have a serious talk if she couldn’t even remember to pick up her kids from swimming.

      “Uh, no, Houston. There is no sign of the shuttle. Rendezvous may have been aborted.”

      Now, I was mad. This was typical Marcia, imposing on everyone else and scaring the crap out of her kids, just so she could…what? Get her nails done? Probably something stupid, feminine and frivolous like that.

      “And your back-up shuttle, Calypso?” I tried to keep the edge out of my voice because we all knew that James worked more hours than any human alive. “Do you have its coordinates?”

      Jimmy faltered. “California, I think.”

      I bit back a scream, then took a deep breath. It wasn’t Jimmy’s fault that morons were allowed to breed. “Okay, Calypso, I copy. Let’s review the checklist—are you currently at the scheduled rendezvous point?”

      “Roger, Houston.”

      “How long have you been at the rendezvous point, Calypso?”

      “Since eight-thirty, after class ended.”

      “At my mark, your shuttle is precisely thirty-two minutes late. Please confirm, Calypso. Mark.”

      “That is correct, Houston. Thirty-two minutes and counting.”

      “Please confirm, Calypso, whether you are on a solo mission. Your mission orders are inaccessible to me at this juncture.”

      Marcia’s boys are just two years apart, spitting images of their father, and practically joined at the hip. I always thought it was weird for them to be so close—Marcia and I nearly murdered each other when we were kids, after all—but maybe my sister found it more convenient to keep them in the same place at the same time.

      Maybe they secretly did hate each other’s guts in healthy sibling fashion. The prospect always cheered me.

      “No, Houston. Lieutenant John is also aboard this mission. His class is done, too.” Jimmy’s voice dropped with uncertainty and he sounded like a lost little boy again. “Auntie Maralys, everyone has left.”

      I damned my sister silently to hell and back, then wished that there really was something to the psychic bond between twins. At least then I could make a guess as to what Marcia was up to.

      On the other hand, I really didn’t want to know more than I already did about how she thought. My very own twisted sister. I must have beat her to the line when they were handing out common sense.

      Which was why she was married and had two kids, while I wasn’t and didn’t…and never would. These periodic crises were enough to keep my biological clock from ringing its alarm.

      Along with a lot of other things, now neatly buried in my Paleolithic past, and destined never to be exhumed.

      “Roger.” I really had only one good choice, even though it was incredibly inconvenient. Almost as if Marcia planned it that way.

      Hmm.

      “Hold your position. Repeat: hold your position, Calypso. We have a technical complication on this end—there is no vehicle available for immediate rendezvous. Do you copy, Calypso?”

      “We copy, Houston.” There was Johnny. I guessed that the boys were sharing the receiver.

      “Mission control suggests you enter low orbit, Calypso, from which you can watch your designated position. In the event that your shuttle does appear, please hold your position until the second vehicle arrives to rendezvous. Repeat your orders, Calypso.”

      Jimmy did, then Johnny whispered. “The janitor’s office is right over there, Auntie Maralys.”

      “Roger, Calypso. We will rendezvous ASAP at your selected alternate coordinates.”

      “Roger, Houston.”

      “Over and out.” I flung on my battered leather jacket, ran for the door and vowed to break every bone in my sister’s body when I found her. Maybe I’d snap those perfect nails one at a time. I flagged down a cab, and the cabbie thought he’d died and gone to heaven when he discovered I was going all the way out to Lexington.

      Might as well be Canada. Or California. Haha. I could pick James up myself and give him a telling-to about the responsibilities of parenthood. That would be fun.

      As if I knew anything about it.

      The fun would have to wait, though. The boys were my first order of business. I rummaged surreptitiously through my pockets and hoped like hell that I had enough cash on me for the fare.

      One thing was for sure—Marcia was a dead woman.
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      Marcia wasn’t dead, just A.W.O.L.

      I took the kids back to Casa Coxwell and they gabbed the whole way, their confidence that the world was their oyster evidently bolstered by this return to routine. It wasn’t as if I could have them in my place. Perish the thought.

      Oh look, another hive.

      Actually, my theory was that some forgetful someone would be at the house, but every light was out in the place when we arrived. Some kind of crummy security system the lofty Coxwells had installed. Between us, we had two keys, Jimmy knew the security code, and I was only short a nickel on the fare. The cabbie decided to be generous.

      In case you aren’t sure, I don’t do kids really well. I’m not particularly domesticated myself and at least have the good sense to keep my bad habits to myself. I let the boys manage their own nocturnal routine—the world was hardly going to end if they didn’t brush their teeth this once and they were already too excited to listen to sense. They’d probably be awake half the night, but that wasn’t my problem.

      At least, I hoped it wouldn’t be. Ewwww, queasy gut. A night alone with the kiddos. I immediately looked for clues in the case of the disappearing sister.

      There was a big clue on the fridge. An envelope, addressed to my brother-in-law in my sister’s neat girly-girl script.

      I eyed it for five entire seconds before I decided that under the circumstances a loss of privacy was the least of James’ troubles. After this adventure, he owed me. Not that I expected him to agree with me about that, or anything else.

      But he would never know I’d read the letter anyway.

      Unless I got caught. I popped the flap, kept an ear tuned for the reappearance of the boys, and read.

      
        
        Dear James—

        

        I’ve had enough of you and your problems. Pick up the boys at the pool tonight after swimming—I won’t be there and I won’t be back.

        

        Marcia

        

      

      Breathtaking originality. Marcia made Auntie Mary look like a literary genius. And she still signed her name with a little heart for the dot over the i. I shook my head, marveling that a thirty-eight-year-old woman could cling so desperately to sweet sixteen.

      Keys turned in the front door lock and I replaced the letter in the nick of time, managing to lounge in the kitchen doorway just as James stepped into the foyer.

      He stopped and stared. I smiled, the proverbial cat who swallowed the canary, and enjoyed the rare sense of having surprised him.

      Now, my brother-in-law is a good looking guy, always has been. He’s tall and lean and chestnut-haired, although now there’s a bit of silver at his temples and I’ve caught him with reading glasses once or twice. He can appear to be concerned and sympathetic—or he can show the feral watchfulness of a predator with one eye on lunch, especially in court. He’s always given me the impression of a calculating machine, zinging through the combinations, permutations, and probabilities before he responds to anything.

      As much as I can relate to the math-favorable part of that, I find him a bit unnerving.

      (Tell him that and I’ll have to hunt you down and hurt you.)

      James has that ease that only men raised with money have: for example, he looks completely relaxed in his custom-made Italian suits. A man of the world or something like that. He wears his clothes with an indifference to their cost, pushing up the sleeves on the cashmere sweaters my sister buys as though they’re sweatshirts from the Gap. He plays soccer with the boys without a thought for his imported leather loafers.

      This drives my sister bananas, she who worships designer labels and wants all garments as perfect as the day they were acquired—even if it means only wearing them for twenty-minute intervals. I don’t know how she survived two sons and a husband with a perspective like that.

      Come to think of it, maybe that was why she was gone.

      Or maybe that’s why she started looking like hell while her “men” were turned out to perfection.

      Huh. Maybe that’s why she left.

      James’ manners are impeccable, a legacy from private schools, and his thoughts are characteristically tough to read. He’s one of those types who always says the right thing.

      That drives me bananas.

      I don’t think he has any emotions. He’s always struck me as the kind of man who eliminates excess baggage—like feelings. Yearnings. Hopes and dreams. Anything that doesn’t contribute to his own ongoing meteoric rise to success.

      I never could figure out why he married my sister. Unless a wife and kids were necessary accessories for the lawyer destined for Great Things—and she was as good a choice as any. They never seemed to have much in common, but maybe it was something basic between them. Like lust. Marcia used to be quite a looker, and I say that with the undue modesty of an identical twin.

      Tonight, James looked surprisingly haggard and annoyed for a man made of granite, and as I mentioned, that expression didn’t improve when he saw me.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Ooo, a vulgarity. Of course, the strumpet sister had invaded the last bastion of propriety in the free world. That, at least, conformed to our usual script. His job was to make sure I didn’t feel welcome enough to hang around too long and taint the precious boys. I knew my lines by heart.

      Too bad I hadn’t worn something really skimpy, just to tick James off. I slouched harder, knowing that perfect posture was a household holy grail. “You should be more gracious to the one doing your dirty work.”

      The man glowered at me. “What are you talking about?”

      “Your kids called me from the pool when no one picked them up.”

      James flicked a glance up the stairs, some parental part of him clearly reassured by the ruckus coming from the bathroom. “Where’s Marcia?”

      “Where were you? Takes two for the fun part. Why should one be left with all the work after that?”

      See? There is some residual instinct to defend your other half when you’re a twin. Probably more of it was due to his assumption that someone else—someone female—would pick up the details of his life.

      As if his kids weren’t his problem. Grrr.

      But the man of stone surprised me. James shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, leaving it uncharacteristically rumpled.

      His next words were just as uncharacteristically emotional. “God, you two are exactly the same. Who would have guessed? Now, I’m to blame for airline traffic stacking up over Logan.”

      James didn’t wait for an answer. He just chucked his coat in the general direction of a chair and dropped briefcase and suit bag on either side of himself. The overcoat slid to the floor and he didn’t pick it up.

      Marcia would freak.

      Well, if she had been here, she would have freaked but she wasn’t so I guessed she wouldn’t.

      James didn’t look like he cared. It was unlike him to not put me right in my place—i.e. elsewhere—but he seemed to be out of steam. “But what the hell—blame me for the cloud cover and the delays out of LaGuardia, too.” He flung out his hands. “Everything else is my fault around here.”

      He shoved past me, loosening his tie as he headed into the kitchen. He still wore the same cologne and I still liked it, though I’d die before I admitted such a weakness.

      I thought he looked as down as a guy could look, until he scanned the empty counters in the pristine kitchen and his face fell a little further. “I don’t suppose there’s anything to eat?”

      I shrugged. “I dunno. I just got here. Maybe the caterers are late.”

      He fired one of those quick incisive glances my way, the ones I always forget are in his arsenal. I jumped a bit, just like I usually do, and he shook his head. The steam seemed to go out of him then, as though that one glance had emptied his stores.

      James really must be running low. “Sorry you had to pick up the slack, Maralys.” The edge was gone from his voice. “It’s a long ride out from the city.”

      Sympathy? From James?

      I blinked and stared at him, wondering whether this was some kind of joke.

      He sighed and shoved his hands into his pockets before meeting my gaze steadily. “I know the family shtick isn’t your thing. Thanks for stepping in.”

      It seemed harmless to soften a little bit towards him. I’m not the kind of person to kick someone when they’re down, after all. Well, not often. I’ve been there, seen the view, and know it’s a bitch. “Sorry you had a bad travel day.”

      We eyed each other warily, then he reached for his wallet. “What was the fare?”

      For a moment, I considered the merits of being proud and shrugging off his offer. James must have guessed the reason for my hesitation, because he almost smiled when he offered those twenties to me.

      “Take the money, Maralys. You wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for my kids and I know you work at night. I can’t give you back the time, so at least let me cover the fare.”

      It was not the kind of understanding I expected from the courtroom shark. His tone, too, was suspiciously compassionate. I wondered which particular aliens had seized my real brother-in-law and left an overwrought decoy in his place.

      “You feeling all right?” I demanded as I took the cash and squirreled it into my pocket.

      “No, but since when does that matter?” James didn’t seem to expect an answer, which was good because I didn’t have one. He turned away, then straightened suddenly.

      Obviously, he had spotted the note. This would have been a tactful moment to disappear, but then, disappearing would have proven that I knew what the note said.

      I strove to look innocent. Not that it mattered—no one was looking at me. James pursed his lips and stared at the envelope, without making any move to cross the room, much less to read it. He didn’t seem to need to open it to know what it said.

      Okay, so things had been really bad around here.

      He didn’t even look at me when he finally walked to the fridge. He opened the envelope with resignation, clearly unsurprised by its contents, then chucked it on the counter.

      Like scrap. “You read it?”

      “Me? What kind of a person do you think I am?”

      James laughed then, though it wasn’t a merry ho ho ho. “I know what kind of person you are, Maralys. Of course, you read it.” He winked at me so unexpectedly that I jumped. “I would have read it, too. Do the boys know?”

      After that, it seemed pointless to lie. “I sent them straight upstairs before I saw it. They’re doing the wash-and-jammies thing.”

      James nodded once, crisply, a man who had made his decision and was seizing control of his universe once more. “Right. Thanks for stepping in. I appreciate your trouble. Why don’t you call another cab and get back to the city?” He reached into his wallet and tossed me another couple of twenties, then left the room.

      Maybe it was because I was used to the kind of men who expect you to fix everything for you that this dismissal annoyed me so much. Maybe it was because I liked what I saw and my sister didn’t, yet he was waiting for her. Doesn’t matter. I said it anyway.

      “Be still, my foolish heart,” I muttered as I folded the money. “All this appreciation is going to go straight to my head.”

      I didn’t think James would hear me, but I was wrong.

      He whirled in the hall and I took a step back. Raptor on the attack. His eyes were flashing and his jaw was set. “What the hell do you expect, Maralys? A monogrammed thank-you note hand-delivered to your door?”

      He strode back to the kitchen before I could say anything—which is a feat, in case you aren’t sure—as ticked as I’ve ever seen him. The man was definitely on a roll, or had come to the boil. He was seriously pissed off and looked, if you must know, a lot more virile than when he was in command of all the variables.

      Oh, and I got another whiff of that cologne. Something in me that had been asleep for a while woke up but quick.

      Then it roared.

      James, however, didn’t notice that.

      “In case you missed it,” he said with crisp enunciation, “my wife—and your sister—just walked out of here, destined for points unknown. She’s left me, my kids don’t know and won’t understand, and, oh yes, I still need to go to work in the morning and try to save some twice-convicted crack dealer from a third conviction. Don’t expect me to fall on my knees in gratitude here, Maralys. I don’t have the time or the inclination.”

      I faced him down. “You chose your profession, sport. Don’t look to me for sympathy.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Do not go there, little miss bleeding heart. You can’t begin to know…”

      “Oh, cry me a river, James. Why don’t you hire someone to fix your troubles? Isn’t that the usual solution around here? Someone to clean, someone to cook, someone to garden—book a hooker and you won’t miss Marcia at all!”

      His features set. “Not funny, Maralys.”

      “But true, all the same. You’re not defending a crack dealer and I know it as well as you do. What would you be—the number three criminal lawyer in the city? You’ve got to be making what, seven figures? Eight in a good year? You’ve got all sorts of fancy clients paying big bucks for your silver tongue and oh boohoohoo, you’re not having everything go your way today.” I clutched my chest. “It wounds me, it really does.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about…”

      “Oh, but I do. My dipshit sister has left you, a bonus no matter how you slice that pie. You’ve got two great healthy kids upstairs, somewhat against the genetic odds I might add. This house is big enough to house a family of twenty and wait, I forget, are there three or four German luxury sedans in the garage?” I patted his arm even though I knew damn well that he was seething. Talk about tickling the dragon’s belly. “Poor baby. I don’t know how you drag yourself out of bed in the morning.”

      His lips thinned. “You made your choices, too, Maralys.”

      “But you’ll notice that I’m not the one looking for a pity party.”

      “Fair enough.” James leaned in the doorframe, so suddenly relaxed that I didn’t trust him. Not at all. I took a step back. “Sorry to break your record, Maralys, but this time you’ve got it all wrong. Your sister did the only sensible thing I’ve ever seen her do—she bailed out of a sinking ship.”

      I made no comments about rats. You should be proud of me.

      I did laugh, though. “Sinking? This? Don’t tell me you haven’t been prudent with your assets, James. What kind of a moronic investment banker do you have?”

      James shook his head. “No banker, no bad investments.” He shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and surveyed me, daring me to figure it out. I was trying, but no luck.

      What the hell was going on here?

      He spoke quietly, but his eyes were still too dark. “Just bad blood.”

      “Bad blood? Where? Not my sister—our genetic strings are perfect, if I do say so myself.”

      “Nope, not Marcia.”

      “You?” I snorted. He was pulling my chain, there was no doubt about it. “You’re the straightest shooter I’ve ever met in my life, every mama’s dream for her little girl.” I tweaked his lapel, knowing he had more bucks invested on his back than I had in my closet. Maybe more than I’d ever owned. “Check out the suits and the Italian shoes. Lalala. Bad blood, my ass.”

      “Wrong, Maralys.” That exhaustion claimed his features again and I felt more sorry for him than I should have done. “You’ve got it all wrong.”

      “Bull. You’ve got everything going for you. You’re not going to make me feel sorry for rich and successful James Coxwell.” I picked up the receiver to call a cab.

      James put his thumb on the rest, breaking the connection. I could feel him right behind me, the heat from his skin pressing against my own. It was tough to take a breath. He was close, too close, and smelled too goddamned good.

      And truth be told, I was enjoying myself. It’s not often I meet someone who gives as good as they get. Nothing like a worthy sparring partner. I was all tingly for more than one reason.

      Lust, my cookie, is not just about physical stimulation. Engage the mind and oh boy, things get mucho hot. They were toasty right about now. I could have wrapped my tongue around this boy’s tonsils and enjoyed it thoroughly—from the heat wave of tension emanating from him, I guessed that I might not be alone in that urge.

      Interesting.

      “Well, how about this?” James’ face was right beside mine, his eyes glittering. “My father is ousting me from the partnership in his own subtle but effective way. I’m losing it all and your sister knew it. That’s why she left.”

      It wasn’t just his proximity that shut me up. This was a choice bit of news.

      I stared at him, incredulous, noticing all the hues in his eyes. He has hazel eyes, James does, and they change from gold to green to gray. Right now, I could see all the slivers of color, the star of dark gold around his pupils, as well as the thickness of his lashes.

      He was looking at me, hard, challenging me to challenge him and it just about stopped my heart. My brain, mercifully, kicked into gear and ran.

      Everyone knew that James was the pride and joy of Judge Robert Coxwell, as well as his hand-chosen successor. James was partner in his father’s legal practice and had benefited from his father’s connections. He’d also worked damn hard to get to where he was—I knew that because my sister had bitched about his long hours for years. And he’d played to his daddy’s rules for as long as I could remember.

      Despite myself, I wanted to take his side on this one. “No.”

      “Yes, Maralys.” James bit out the words, his bitterness clear. “Oh, yes. I really am defending two-bit hoods these days.” He shook his head, then rolled his eyes. “And oh, I have the pathetic billings to show for it.” He walked back across the kitchen, peeled off his jacket and slung it over a chair.

      I went after him. “But that’s nuts. You are good at what you do—whatever value to society it is to get big-time crooks free.”

      James chuckled and leaned against the counter, looking more relaxed for having spit out the truth. “Thank you. I think.”

      “So, what gives?”

      “Luck of the draw,” was what he said, then looked away, but I knew even then that there was more to it than that.

      “Bullshit.”

      James looked me in the eye then, considering. “My father’s brought my brother Matt into the practice.”

      “But I thought Matt did real estate law?”

      “He did. He’s changing specialties.” One brow lifted as if daring me to believe what he was going to say even though he spoke with deceptive mildness. “Matt’s going to be the new courtroom star.”

      “By winning those big nasty cases?” I rolled my eyes. I’d met his bookish brother and couldn’t see it happening. “I don’t think so. Matt could never be a shark like you.”

      James’ lips quirked. “Two almost-compliments in one evening. You’re losing your touch, Maralys.”

      I smiled at him, I couldn’t help it. He has a nice dimple.

      Not that it mattered to me. “Hey, well, you know how I like to back an underdog. Looks like you’ve joined the ranks.”

      He sobered and sighed, frowning again at the kitchen as if he could conjure food by will alone. “Don’t I know it.”

      James needed a good hard kick and I was just the one to give it to him. I leaned on the counter beside him and sighed. “You poor old bastard. Is this what I have to look forward to at the ripe old age of forty-two? Hey, you might as well chuck it in. Drive that big ol’ sedan right into the Atlantic and call it quits. Leave me the Cuisinart, would you?”

      He looked down at me and smiled then, a teasing smile that didn’t last nearly long enough. “You really are a little pit bull, aren’t you?”

      “Live and learn. When life gives you lemons and all that.” I nudged him, enjoying this unexpected moment of conviviality. “I’ve got to tell you that I make a mean jug of lemonade. Experience is the key.”

      James grinned and that dimple took my breath right clean away. “I bet you do,” he murmured and there was something other than animosity in the air.

      “Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” I chattered. “That’s my theme song.”

      “No wonder you’re so tough.” There was admiration in his voice, unexpected admiration and I felt myself blush.

      Blush! It was a bit too cozy for me, thanks. I was having palpitations but knew damn well that the last person on the planet I needed nookie from was James Coxwell. Talk about losing my pointer. The man was wrong for me in just about forty-five thousand ways.

      Each and every one of them independent of the fact that he was married to my sister.

      I stepped away and put my hands on my hips, just to show that my shields were up. “But this thing with Matt and the partnership. It’s not fair.”

      James watched me, his voice hard and his expression inscrutable. “But that’s how it is.”

      I understood that there were a lot of things James wasn’t going to tell me, because telling them to me wouldn’t change their outcome. For whatever reason, James wasn’t the star rainmaker at his partnership anymore. Maybe he lost one too many big cases, maybe it was something else.

      Either way, he was no longer the apple of his father’s eye. Well, I could relate to that, even if I might have preferred otherwise. I had never been the apple of my father’s eye, but had the bonus of being able to contrast his response to my twin to his treatment of me.

      James was right in saying that the exact reason for his fall from grace didn’t matter.

      I didn’t know what to say. We stared at each other, a whole lot of understanding telegraphing back and forth, at least when it didn’t get choked out by the sizzle. I swallowed and he watched my throat move.

      “Maralys…” He took a step toward me, then chaos erupted from the stairs in a most timely fashion.

      The boys had realized that he was home. They descended upon the kitchen and much family mayhem ensued. It got a bit cuddly for me but James noticed that I was starting to twitch. He called me a cab and watched from the doorway until I was safely inside, in that old-fashioned protective male way that isn’t all bad.

      My gaze slipped over the trophy house as the cab pulled from the curb and I thought that maybe I understood why my sister had left. The goodies were going away—and James Coxwell without his money hadn’t been enough to persuade Marcia to stay. She’d always liked good things and good living, and a man who couldn’t supply them, well, just didn’t interest her.

      It was that simple. We slipped through the affluent neighborhood, past the horse farms, past the long winding driveways with distant lights partly obscured by trees, and I wondered how many other tasteful entries hid similar stories.

      I had a funny feeling that Marcia, not atypically, had it all wrong. Even though he wasn’t my type, James Coxwell’s bank account wasn’t his only asset.

      See? I’m a sucker for a dimple.

      But what I didn’t realize then was that the exact reason for the change in James’ circumstances did matter, it mattered a lot.

      Which was why, of course, he kept it to himself.
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        SUBJECT: this must be love!

        Dear Aunt Mary—

        I’m in love! I’ve found my PURRfect soul mate in a chat room!

        :-D

        Any advice on that 1st live meet? Or ::ulp:: on moving across the country?

        Smitten in St Paul

      

      

      

      They do say that curiosity killed the cat.

      This would have been the perfect opportunity for me to just shut up and get on with my life, such as it was. Certainly, no one was asking for my help.

      But then, they also say that satisfaction brought that cat back, right? That’s one of the major scores of my life.

      That night, back in what passed for my cozy, safe haven (i.e. a drafty warehouse in a wicked bad neighborhood), I couldn’t let it go. Now, I’m not going to tell you exactly where in Boston this warehouse is, because I don’t want to be responsible for keeping you up nights, fretting yourself senseless over li’l ol’ me.

      Trust me—I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it for thirty-eight years.

      Maybe we should take a moment to set the scene, now that you think I’m living in a former pickle factory with broken windows and gangs members doing dastardly deeds in the dark streets hereabouts. It’s actually a nineteenth-century candy factory, the windows aren’t broken because they’re made of glass bricks and the graffiti from the gangs has a certain artistic flair. If nothing else, it decorates the outside of what is otherwise a breathtakingly functional structure. As far as I know, they limit their expressions to calligraphy.

      That’s all I want to know.

      Okay, it may not be precisely legal in terms of the zoning for me to be living here, but that’s immaterial—I live in my office. Why not? I work a ton of hours, live, eat and breathe my sweet code.

      Besides, with two thousand square feet of brick walls, twenty-foot ceilings, and ancient hardwood factory floors, it’s not as if there isn’t room for me too. I have a lot of stainless shelving on wheels—an assembly of that in the vicinity of the sink passes for my kitchen. I sleep on a futon, which makes for a ‘reception area’ by day and offers no privacy whatsoever.

      Maybe there’s something paranoid deep in my psyche, some forgotten trauma which left an indelible scar, but I need to see all of my surroundings all the time. This place gives me that. I can see all the way to the walls in every direction from any position.

      What’s beyond the walls I can ignore. How’s that for a trick?

      There’s only one entrance—a big steel sucker that rolls up like a garage door. You don’t trot too fast over that threshold—the freight elevator shaft is on the other side and some illustrious soul once saw fit to remove the safety grate.

      There’s a fire escape too, but that door is bolted down hard and rusted too. So, yes, I need to duck not only the zoning inspector but the fire marshal. It adds a certain spice to life.

      The place is cheap, for how big it is. And the windows are amazing. Rows upon rows of glass bricks, stretching all the way to the ceiling. They have just a little ripple in the glass, not a pattern, so the world beyond looks like a reflection of itself. Or a Monet painting. The light is awesome—not that I’m often awake to see it.

      It’s a great space and one that took me half of forever to find. I have half of the second floor of the building—the first floor is more showy, but I had security concerns. I can lock down the door and disallow access to my space from the elevator—there’s another smaller elevator at the back of the building to service the other part of this floor.

      Perfect security.

      See, there’s nothing domestic about my veritable wall of old monitors and televisions hot-wired to play computer screen. Or on the mounds of computer cadavers, their hard drives and CD-ROMs plucked like the choice morsels of road kill and the rest left to gather dust. People give me old boxes, I buy my share and I get some hot stuff in for beta testing. Beta testing doesn’t pay that well, but it gives me a revenue baseline and with everything powered up all the time, I log enough hours to find some bugs.

      It also gives me some fearsome juice bills.

      The tubes are particularly impressive, I think. On a slow day, I hooked them all up to one source and with a flick of the wrist, I can animate the wall that they’re stacked against. Only a geek would appreciate how cool it can look to have umpteen versions of your code dancing in unison—especially in the dead of the night.

      It’s also a mind-boggling way to play games.

      On this particular night, it didn’t do a thing for me. Even a pot of primo Jamaican dark roast did little to make me want to get to work. I swiveled in one of my borderline antique chairs—acquired for peanuts at the university property disposition department, like most of my decor—then slung my legs over its arm.

      I was thinking about James. Not a healthy preoccupation and I knew it, but I couldn’t stop. He’d looked so defeated, that must be it. And who knew the man had a killer grin? I was certain I’d never seen him smile like that. But worse, I was used to seeing him in total control, commander of the universe or something like that.

      Just how bad were the finances of the Coxwell household? How broke was broke, in my sister’s estimation? Even James seemed pretty stressed about the cash, but then, we were from different worlds, the Coxwells and the O’Reilly’s. He might be down to his last five million or so and feeling the pinch.

      And Marcia had a pretty high burn rate—coming from nothing teaches you zip about the language of money. I’d come by what fluency I had the hard way, and she’d never been to that part of town.

      I prowled around, like the proverbial feline on the hunt, unable to concentrate on any of the questions sent to dear opinionated Aunt Mary. I was trying, if you must know, to persuade myself to forget about it. My mother always said that my need to know other people’s business would get me into trouble—not so far, but there’s still time. And I had a feeling that once I started to dig into this, it would be tough to stop.

      Curiosity won.

      Wondering was getting me nowhere, and nothing done, after all. James wasn’t the only one who needed billable hours to make the math work.

      The cost-effective solution was to ferret out the truth, then get back to my diligent labor. Enquiring minds want to know and all that. Of course, it had nothing at all to do with James, or even with Marcia. I couldn’t have cared less whether I ever saw her again or not.

      I just like to know stuff. What makes people tick. What triggers them. What it takes to get something done. My sister had crossed a little threshold of no return. I wondered—quite naturally—just what it took to push her that far.

      After all, if she ever came back, I might need to give her a nudge myself.

      I got on the phone and you know how it is. You know someone who knows someone who knows someone and sooner or later, you’ve got the number of the secured line for some guy somewhere who can negotiate a black market one-time-use fee for a password to a big credit bureau.

      Is this legal? Don’t be ridiculous. But it’s there, and hurts no one other that the mega-corporation that keeps the database.

      This is incidentally the same mega-corporation which has tried to ruin my life on several occasions, through absolutely no fault of my own. It’s not as if I have a vendetta against them, but defrauding them of a hundred bucks here and now wasn’t even going to make a bleep on my moral radar screen.

      See, I made a bad marital choice, but am hardly the only one who ever did that. Why should it cost me for the rest of my blessed life? Okay, the guy was a loser—I should have insisted in the divorce papers that he have an “L” tattooed on his forehead, as a warning to all my unsuspecting single sisters—but enough is enough. The last drop of blood I had to pay to be rid of him forever was coming up due in a few weeks and I had the cash coming in, right on time.

      Amnesty from the IRS would be mine shortly. Finally. Monkey off my back and all that. It’s been my holy grail for what seems like most of my life, but has really only been about six years.

      Only. Ha.

      I tell you, I should plan a major celebration. It’s got to be worth a bottle of the good stuff to get your life back from them. It’s not as if anyone’s going to reclaim my gray hairs.

      Anyhoo, defrauding this corporate entity who blew the whistle and got this steamroller going in the first place is a zero guilt decision—in fact, it’s a matter of principle.

      I like bucking the system, after all, AND backing the underdog. Conveniently, in this case, I happened to be the underdog, so it was a double-bonus plan.

      Once I had the magic number, I knew I couldn’t wait. In for a penny, in for a pound. I snagged my leather jacket and one of those prepaid phone cards, then headed out to a donut place with a reasonably private public phone.

      Do I worry about heading into the evil city in the middle of the night all alone? You bet. But I don’t let fear stop me. You can’t when you’re single. You’d end up living in a box with three deadbolts on the door, eating cat food and waiting to die.

      Stay home and the crooks win. They get the night, by default and concession, the night which should rightly belong to all of us.

      That doesn’t mean I’m stupid. Keep your head down, walk purposefully, and stay where the lights are. Doesn’t always work, but there you go. It’s not as if the world hasn’t always had its crop of bad types who prey on others.

      And oh yes, I have a set of brass knuckles that I always slip on under my gloves, a little insurance just in case. Surprise is one hell of an advantage.

      You will, of course, have the good sense to not ask where I got them.

      The donut shop has terrible coffee, but such is the price of no one minding your business. Double-double-dreadful in hand, I snagged the booth by the phone, poked the phone card in the slot and dialed. Jeez, I forgot my secret decoder ring and everything.

      “Hey.”

      “I’m looking for Dennis.”

      “You got him.”

      I could just imagine this guy. He had a slight wheeze, which reminded me of every geek I’d ever known who lived on Doritos and never came out of his cave. Full beard because shaving takes time away from writing code.

      Or worse—a soul patch. I shuddered. Next time I go to a computer conference, I’m taking a bucketful of razors and will volunteer to shave those miserable things off. Dennis—if that was his name—probably had skin the color of milk, wicked fast fingers and was dangerously clever.

      “I need a credit report. I heard this was the place to call.”

      He chuckled. “You live at Donut Paradise in Boston?”

      I let scorn drip from my tone. He had call display, just as I had suspected. “Yeah, well, their chocolate crullers aren’t all bad. And I don’t have to go out to get them.”

      “What’s your name?”

      Fat chance I’d confess to that. You learn a lot about what can be tracked from a phone call in my business—let alone what can be divined from surfing around—and no one was getting me that easily. I love prepaid phone cards, keep a drawer full of them, all bought at different convenience stores and kept for at least six months before use.

      I cut to the chase. “You selling or not?”

      “Sure, but I want to know what you’ve got to exchange first.” Before I could try to interpret that, he continued. “You know that microbrewery down by the harbor?”

      “I know it. Westphalian Lagers.”

      “That’s the one. How about a twelve of their wheat beer?”

      “Are you nuts?” I was outraged. “This area code is for Utah! Do you know what it will cost me to ship a twelve pack of beer there? They use glass bottles! They’re PINTS!”

      “Overnight,” he added mildly.

      I fumed. “That’s unbelievable. That’s extortion!”

      “That’s the price.”

      “Beer. You want beer. What kind of wacko are you?”

      Now, did I really want to know that? Probably not, but the damage was done.

      “I like beer.” I could almost hear him shrug. “They don’t ship out of Massachusetts and I need the bottle for my collection.”

      I swore and didn’t care what he thought of that. I did a little math and swore again. The overnight charge could make legal ways and means look good. “Six,” I countered, ever hopeful.

      “Twelve. Take it or leave it.”

      “I could just call the company. Do this legit.”

      “Ah, the forms.” I heard his chair squeal as he leaned back to expound on his theme. I rolled my eyes, which fortunately makes no sound. Wouldn’t it be a drag to have the rattling eyeballs of cartoon characters? There’d be no privacy left in the world at all.

      And there already isn’t nearly enough.

      “Have you seen the forms?” ol’ Dennis asked. “They need to know who you are and why you want to know and what purpose you have for the information in question. You fill them out in triplicate and sign them in blood. Yeah, why don’t you call them?”

      “Twelve it is,” I agreed, growly and disgruntled. “I hope you choke on them.”

      He laughed, then gave me an URL—which is a website address, in case you don’t know—and a password, along with the warning that it would only work for a single unauthorized access to the database. Then the charming, if inevitable, warning. “I’d better get those brews on time. If you screw with me, Ms. Donut Paradise, I’ll find out where you live.”

      “Oh, I’m scared,” I whispered, then gave my best maniacal laugh and hung up the phone.

      I’d send him his brews—another matter of principle—but he’d never find me. Once you understand how this stuff works, it’s relatively easy to thwart.

      Like the phone cards—no one gets my name and address on their call display when I do this. They get the address of the donut shop. Big deal. The phone is used here so much that it’s pretty unlikely that anyone could hook me up with any specific call. I left the booth and someone else slid in to use the phone, proof positive of that.

      Because you see, once someone has your name and city of residence, then can get your address very easily. Phonebooks are great resources and readily available. You can get them at the library for all kinds of places and, even easier, snag them online.

      And speaking of the Internet, every time you log on and surf, my little pumpkins, you leave a trail of breadcrumbs. Those little snippets of code prove where you went from where, and tell interested souls a great deal about your particular habits. Marketing types feast upon this information, the better to deluge normal people with spam and direct mail.

      But I’m not normal people. I duck spam and dodge direct mail.

      Worse, your email address gets logged everywhere you go. Equipped with that email address, any junior league hacker can bust into the internet service provider and get a name, home address, telephone number. If that’s not bad enough, oh goody, he or she can snag that credit card number to which your account is billed every month.

      Are we having fun yet? See, you don’t even have to shop online to be vulnerable. We won’t even talk about the so-called cookies that various sites slide onto your drive when you aren’t looking, little spies inserted into your own hierarchy where they flourish away, undetected. Just being online puts you in the sights of all kinds of bounty hunters.

      On the other hand, so does walking down a city street at night. You choose your risks, we all do, and you live with them.

      In my business, I deal with a lot of people who could be professional class hackers. They’re good. They know how things work, they know how to find a weakness. There’s a big screwball factor out there in the wide wacky world of the World Wide Web. You never know what’s going to set someone off.

      Maybe it’s the role-playing games to which we’re all addicted. Maybe it’s spending too much time solo, maybe it’s the lack of a sexually integrated culture or maybe it’s just too many people who were labeled too smart too soon, so never learned their social p’s and q’s. Doesn’t matter. As more-or-less a female lone wolf in a den of horny men, I cover my own butt, thanks just the same.

      It’s not that I’m doing anything out of line—you’re probably thinking I run drugs out of this place or something—but it’s a point of pride that I learn from experience. I was stalked once and lived to tell about it. It’s never going to happen again.

      So, I have one computer which is not hooked into my office LAN. It’s a little island of its own, isolated and breathtakingly stupid, a laughably antique box. It chokes on most sites these days, its meager memory just incapable of dealing with all the data. Suits my needs well. It has nothing on its hard drive except applications as pure as the driven snow. Any poke from a remote site gets nada. I programmed it to wipe the cache constantly, so they can’t get that either.

      It has an e-mail account which is prepaid. I change the account name and mailing address—always a post office box somewhere that isn’t really mine. Who cares? All the mail that will result is promo junk from some direct mailer who bought their mailing list—whenever the prepay runs out. I change the ISP at intervals too, sometimes a big one, sometimes a little one. They never see me, and no one knows that all those prepaid people are the same person.

      So, let ol’ Dennis hack away. He’s welcome to that so-called information.

      Back in the cave, I used the dinosaur PC, logged in with the magic password and searched for the illustrious Coxwells.

      I choked on my java when the report came up. The screen scrolled and scrolled, listing debt after debt after debt.

      Oh, baby, this was major credit card meltdown. Someone had had some huge fun. Those cards had to be so hot that they imprinted their little numbers on everything within a two-inch radius. I imagined James with his Amex number burned right into his tight butt and took a hot swig of joe.

      To distract myself, I tried to imagine even having that much credit—this made my historic financial woes look like nothing—then went back and looked again.

      The initial cards—the usual platinum assortment, one from each company—were jointly held. My sister had a companion card, or whatever the company called it, and James clearly paid the bill. The credit report showed that he was the only one making a dime. He made a lot of dimes, but not nearly enough of them to support this, and if his billings were lower this year than last, well, any idiot could do the math.

      There was a whole suite of new credit cards, only in my sister’s name. Department store cards, the kind that the clerks will give you on the spot if you can produce any other major credit card. A wave of a platinum card obviously got my sister between $500 and $1000 shopping limit for the day and she used it all. Yee haw. They were all maxed out, probably chucked in the bottom of her purse once she was done with them.

      Some stores had been fool enough to give her two.

      It was interesting in a way, to see the hands of each of them. On each joint account, one card was used for gas. Just gas. Sunoco, Exxon, Shell. Twenty bucks here and twenty bucks there. Maybe once a month, there was a charge from a restaurant. Not a fancy place and not for a lot. Fifty bucks. Client lunch, no doubt about it. Expense form probably submitted that afternoon in duplicate. James was a detail kind of a guy.

      The other card was chock-a-block with charges. Shoe stores, department stores, chocolate shops, hairdressing salons and spas. At least three lunches a week and not cheap ones either. I looked at all those shopping charges and wondered whether my sister even knew what she had.

      Then I wondered what she did with it all. She never looked that good anymore. Maybe she bought stuff for her friends. (And yes, I did think that hell, she could have bought something for me once in a while if she was so determined to spend.) Maybe some of these charges were for the boys. I’d have to check out her closets, if I ever went back out there.

      Just to know, you know.

      Okay, I felt a bit of gleeful anticipation that the little hate mail message now appearing beside my name in banks everywhere would be showing up on a credit report of the Coxwells real soon now.

      Realizing that I was taking forever and that there had to be a clock ticking somewhere, I printed a summary of the sucker, then detail reports of a couple of the cards. What the hell, I wasn’t paying for this access again—in fact, I ground my teeth right then as I imagined the courier bill for the beer—so I printed every detail report they offered. The dinosaur’s print buffers must have been bulging but the printer dutifully began to grind out the copies.

      Thank goodness there were no graphics.

      Then I couldn’t resist temptation. Sure, it could blow my cover to Dennis, but I rationalized that my tracks were covered well enough. I had to know. I searched on my own name and shouldn’t have been surprised to see that I was still in credit purgatory.

      It still pissed me off.

      I damned Neil to hell—again—logged off with a flick of the wrist and checked the pile of output from the printer. There were the cars—Marcia’s SUV was leased. Who knew? The big sedan was almost paid off.

      Here I thought that rich types paid cash for everything—clearly James financed the hell out of everything. I suddenly understood a bit better the concept of making your money work for you. He had borrowed this money when they didn’t need to borrow, when there was cash rolling from their fingertips, and now he had enough credit to weather out a fairly sizable storm.

      Seemed as if I could learn a few turns of phrase in the language of money from James.

      If this had been a short patch of trouble, they could have coasted through it with no one knowing the difference. I gave credit where it was due—haha—and noted that this financial strategy had kept the house of cards standing longer than it would have otherwise. Now though, it was doomed to collapse in an ill wind of my sister’s making.

      The house had been refinanced two months before to such a point that if it hadn’t increased in value—oh those desirable neighborhoods!—then they wouldn’t have had anything in it. And the money was gone gone gone. There were a couple of whopper payments to the cards, but the charges just kept on coming and the checking account was empty.

      Then I saw that thirty days ago, James had liquidated a bunch of 401(k)’s. Ouch. Mr. Long-term Security must have hated that.

      My sister had had some serious fun.

      I felt a weird sense of having something in common with James. We could write a book together—How Marriage Ruined My Credit Rating. Too strange. I actually felt sorry for him, finding himself unexpectedly in the same inhospitable place I had visited. No wonder he looked so glum.

      I had an even more weird urge to call him up, offer consolation and advice.

      Right. There I went, confusing my career with my life. No one at that house wanted to hear from Aunt Mary. I could just imagine James’ patrician tone as he told me to mind my own effing business.

      It wasn’t my business. And he could probably sort it out more easily than I could suggest, what with his connections and all.

      But there was one wrinkle.

      Two eruptions in the earth’s crust, actually. I leaned back in my chair, and worried about the boys. Not my department, you know, but I wondered whether James would blame our whole family for my sister’s foul deeds. Not for me—I don’t care. If I never saw any of them again, it would be too soon. I certainly didn’t intend to get any more involved than I had been already.

      But there was one problem with that. See, my dad adores his only grandchildren. They do the mutual dependency thing really well. Regular little Norman Rockwell scenario to see them together every second Sunday.

      Surely James wouldn’t take that away from my dad?

      I worried that he would, if it would serve his advantage. That’s what he did for a living, after all, he played the odds. He was a shark. He was cold. He manipulated people to get the results he wanted and he was good at it.

      And what other way did he have to coax my sister to come back than denying her own father what he wanted most in all the world?

      Truth be told, I felt a bit sick.

      

      
        
        SUBJECT: re: this must be love!

      

        

      
        Dear Smitten—

        Call me a skeptic. Maybe it’s love, maybe it’s not. Face the fact that the net is a great place to live out fantasies of all kinds.

        Run a credit check on your newfound soul mate before committing, meeting or moving. The truth (or part of it, at least) is in the math.

        The rest may be in a criminal record.

        Good luck.

      

        

      
        Aunt Mary

        Uncertain? Confused? Ask Aunt Mary!

        Your one stop shop for netiquette and advice:

        http://www.ask-aunt-mary.com

      

      

      

      When I typed that cynical little reply, I had another brainstorm. James played games for a living. What if this credit meltdown was all an elaborate game of manipulation?

      It was hard to believe—no, impossible to believe—that he wasn’t making as much money as he had been. I mean, he is good at what he does. I couldn’t imagine that any family turmoil at Coxwell & Coxwell could make either James or his father turn off the tap that kept the bucks rolling.

      I mean, you don’t get rich and stay rich by not understanding where money comes from. It had to be a joke to try to make James’ brother Matt into a shark.

      Which meant that maybe James wasn’t making less. Maybe it was a lie, God knew why. Maybe it was a way to make sure Marcia couldn’t get half of the bucks—by pretending there weren’t any.

      So where was the incoming moolah going?

      I spun in my chair. Nowhere legal, or it would have shown on that credit statement.

      Lawyers. The Caymans. Numbered bank accounts. Some of these things belong together. California? My ass—James had been dropping off cash, I bet, and had been doing it offshore. What business did a criminal defense lawyer called to the Massachusetts Bar have in California?

      James was an opportunistic rat and Marcia had run from him in a fit of sanity, losing everything in the process.

      This was even more scary. I had commonality with my sister of all people. Before I could get too comfortable with that concept, the phone rang.

      “I suppose you’ve forgotten again?” my father demanded, in that shrill tone he’d taken on lately.

      “How could I forget when you remind me twice a day? You’ll have to give me a chance to forget to find out whether I do.”

      He snorted. “As if I’d risk that. It’s seven o’clock already. Where the hell are you?”

      “Obviously, I’m at home, since I just answered the phone here.” I noticed belatedly that it was getting lighter. Mingled shades of gray and blue made their way through the glass bricks. Where had the night gone? “Your appointment’s at eleven, Dad.”

      “Oh, so we’re going to rush in there at the last minute, like the last time.”

      He was in a mood and I was tempted to agree that I had forgotten, just to make him gleeful again. There was nothing my father loved better than recounting my failures and missed opportunities. It always cheered him up.

      But I was a bit cranky myself. “It wasn’t the last time,” I corrected with remarkable forbearance. “It was 1996. I was getting divorced at the time, if you recall, from the guy who you thought walked on water. Remember him? Neil something or other. Good looking bastard. Charming.”

      He chose to ignore this, typically. “If you weren’t too stubborn to admit you were wrong and find another man, then you wouldn’t be living in that hellhole, Mary Elizabeth, eating cat food for your dinner.”

      “I don’t eat cat food, Dad.” I paused, then gave him some bait. “Not any more, at least.”

      He didn’t take it. “If you married a decent man, you’d have a normal life, friends and a
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of romance,family relationships, and
following your heart, DOUBLE TROUBLE
is not fo be missed!"

- Romance Reviews Today

*A fun, funny, SEX IN THE CITY kind of tale.” ~The Romance Reader
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