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Chapter One


Sitting on an exercise mat in one of the
floor-to-ceiling mirrored rooms of the Elite Exercise Emporium,
Minx Tobin Harris--honestly, she loved that addition to her
name!--Minx smiled at her fellow workout buddies and new mothers.
Only one month into her return from maternity leave, and already
she had the best of both worlds: being a full-time mom and also
working as many hours as she wanted at a job that she loved.

Blast That Baby
Belly was the program she created for
herself and for new mothers. As soon as she had opened this class
for registration, it immediately filled. Then again, with herself
included, there were only six adult participants, along with six
babies.

Michael Gabriel Harris was her contribution
to the baby bunch, ringing in at four and a half months. Mikey had
the coolest blue eyes and a generous helping of raven dark hair
just like his Homicide Lieutenant dad... only Gabe had gone
prematurely dark and light grey years ago. No matter what his hair
color, he was one hundred percent prime beef!

As for his son, well, Mikey was a dumpling of
love!

Minx glanced around at the other moms and
their darling babies. It was kind of like old home week with three
out of the other five exercisers already known to her.

Ginger Wozny had the
oldest child: one and a half years old. Ginger had been pregnant
during that mess of a case almost two years ago in September when
Minx first moved to Los Angeles. The newspapers had dubbed
it The Duplicitous Divorce,
relating to the murder of one of Minx’s clients,
Magda Boswell. If Ginger’s husband, Karl, hadn’t phoned in his
hunch to Gabe on Minx’s whereabouts, she might very well have
become the next victim.

A shiver overtook her so she smoothed her
hand over her ponytailed head to steady herself. Yep, she’d
suffered two cracks on the head with that case.

Blast That Baby
Belly had been designed for babies up to
one year old, but Minx gladly made an exception in Ginger’s
situation. Ginger really wanted extra help in toning her
midsection. Her little girl was no trouble at all; she liked to
stay by her mommy’s side and clap her pudgy hands in time to the
music.

Such a sweetie!

A pulsing beat now sounded over the workout
room’s stereo system. “Okay, folks, that’s our cue to begin.”

After thirty minutes of non-complicated
exercises, a rhythmic samba played over the speakers, a signal for
the last routine in the class.

“Now it’s time to do our Head Lifts. Okay, as
a refresher, we’re on our backs with our arms down along our sides.
Our feet are flat on the floor with our knees bent. Our babies are
by our feet, getting a toe tickle from mommy! Remember, we’re
strengthening our back muscles, in addition to toning our
bellies.”

As she waited for everyone to get into
position, she blew kisses to Mikey. He gave her such a toothless
smile.

Mmm!

Back to business! “Okay. Good. Relax your
belly as you inhale. Now, engaging your core muscles, exhale and
slowly lift your head and neck off the floor. Hold for a count of
three, and then inhale as you lower your head back down. Our goal
is to eventually work up to ten repetitions.”

To the right of her was her longtime Emporium
client Charmaine Eggers, now Charmaine Malone. Charmaine, a
vivacious party girl in her late twenties, had unexpectedly traded
in her diamond bracelets and necklaces for baby accessories and
spit-up cloths.

Not really. Minx was sure Charmaine’s
extensive jewelry collection waited for her in her mansion of a
house. Six months ago she gave birth to a bouncing baby boy. Art
Malone, her loan shark boyfriend, took one look at the baby’s
wrinkled skin and skimpy mustache, and proclaimed him to be a
Malone. They got married before she and baby left the hospital.

With Charmaine’s tendency to love the one she
was with, Art was probably making sure the baby was his.

An even bigger surprise happened almost eight
months ago. Dallas Porter, the Emporium’s resident hunk had invaded
every workout room and passed out “It’s a boy” cigars, or for the
ladies, “It’s a boy” bubblegum cigars.

The backstory here was
that he and Officer Beatrice Fitzpatrick with Gabe’s Homicide
Division had gotten together soon after another one of the murders
Minx had been mixed up with. That deadly New Year’s Eve party
nicknamed by newspapers as The Embezzled
Envelope. On New Year’s Day, Dallas had
been shot in the arm by the murderer, and Beatrice was tasked to
take Dallas to the hospital. Evidently, she enjoyed giving him
orders, and he enjoyed obeying those orders.

But soon afterwards, Beatrice transferred out
of Gabe’s Homicide Division. That was the last Minx had heard about
Beatrice until Dallas’ surprise announcement.

But...

Minx glanced at the wall clock and then
picked Mikey up for a big hug. Her son first made cooing noises and
then he started to gnaw on his tiny fist.

“Almost time for milk, right?” she murmured.
She kissed his sweet head. “Just a few more minutes, bubba.”

The exercise music trailed
off. “Looks like our time for Blast That
Baby Belly is up for today.” Minx stood
along with her excess baggage! “I hope you all feel great. Fingers
crossed you don’t have extra soreness, ‘cause we hate that,
right?”

Groaning as she lifted her boy, Charmaine
huffed, “Geez Louise, we sure do. Pain drives me insane!”

The two new mothers to the group, Laurie and
single mom Jodie, laughed, but then Jodie started rubbing her
neck.

“Yeah. Ouch,” she commented.

Minx smiled in sympathy. “Remember, ladies,
that with the last exercise, you gradually work up to ten
repetitions. This isn’t a competition, you know. We all have our
own fitness level.

“Now she tells us,” Charmaine wisecracked as
she rubbed her own neck.

“Yep, and be sure to drink lots of water. We
don’t want to get dehydrated,” Minx added.

Several babies started to make their needs
known by grunting and waving their fists in the air.

“Lunchtime!” Ginger proclaimed as she picked
up her daughter. “I’d better get this one fed.”

“We’d all better feed our brood,” Jodie
commented.

The mass exodus of moms started for the
door.

“See you all on Wednesday,” Minx called out
to them.

Only Beatrice remained behind as she fussed
with her baby’s diaper bag.

Minx heaved a heavy sigh. Beatrice was a
pleasant woman and also a sturdy, competent, and forceful police
officer. The natural color of her brown hair was growing out from
the longer mass of blonde curls. Back when Minx had first met her,
Beatrice had brown hair. After she met Dallas, she’d dyed her hair
to blonde.

As a proud father, Dallas had been almost
bursting with joy but, oddly enough, as he later told the tale,
Beatrice refused his offer of marriage. She even refused to confirm
that he was the father. The birth certificate had the baby’s name
as Lionel Fitzpatrick.

For someone like Dallas, who had a humongous
ego, that had to have been a devastating blow.

Actually, Beatrice showing
up for this Blast That Baby Belly
class had every Emporium staffer preparing for a
monumental blowout between her and their resident hunk. So far,
though, only icy silence could be heard.

Then again, the day was still young.

Minx couldn’t help wishing that she could do
something to break their stalemate.

“Can I help you, Beatrice? If you like I can
carry your diaper bag into the locker room. I’m headed that way for
Mikey’s feeding. Poor baby’s been very patient with me.”

“Sure.” Beatrice handed over the large bag.
“Thanks, Minx. Lionel has been a bit fussy. I have to change him.
He’s suffering with a rash, you know, down there. A cranky baby can
be a challenge.”

Slinging the diaper bag over her shoulder,
Minx walked out with Beatrice into the main area of the Emporium.
The two babies looked over at each other, forgetting about their
hunger for the moment.

Minx’s best friend and assistant manager of
the Elite Exercise Emporium, Sadie Durand, gave a wave from behind
the customer counter. She also lifted her eyebrows and nodded her
blonde head in the direction of the locker room.

Minx wasn’t psychic but she knew her friend
referred to her as the Emporium’s “gal detective.” Minx was
expected to not only solve murders but evidently, to get errant
lovers back together.

Right. Not an easy task by any means.

As an answer to Sadie, Minx shrugged her
shoulders. She’d do what she could however only Beatrice and Dallas
could solve what was troubling them.

Thankfully, Dallas wasn’t anywhere about, at
least not in sight, so she walked with Beatrice into the Ladies
Locker Room. Maybe a few innocent questions might nudge Beatrice
into opening up.

In a private area of the lounge, Beatrice
changed Lionel’s diaper while Minx breastfed Mikey.

She took a deep
breath. Here goes. “Beatrice, I hope you don’t think I’m prying, but I know
being a new mother is not for the faint of heart. As for being a
single mom, well, I can’t even imagine. It must be so difficult
with your demanding job. What Division are you in now? Gabe often
mentions he misses you at his staff meetings. He says your no
nonsense approach to dealing with criminals is
refreshing.”

Well, that was a little white lie, but Gabe
did mention that once.

Beatrice fluttered her sandy eyelashes. “Oh.
I’m working now at Operations in the Valley Bureau--Forgery. I, um,
I do miss Homicide... and the Lieutenant.”

Minx rubbed her baby’s fine hair as he
guzzled down his milk. “Why don’t you transfer back then?”

“At the time I thought it best that I leave.”
Beatrice shrugged and concentrated on the task at hand.

Minx would have to be more direct. “You know
Dallas is my friend.”

Beatrice flinched, then nodded.

Hmmn.

“I realize he’s not an easy man to get to
know, but honestly, I think he’s one of the best men I’ve met since
moving to Los Angeles.” Minx hesitated. “As you know, he’s been
dealt a few bad hands in his life.”

“I know.” Beatrice’s reply came out as a low
sigh. “The trouble with Dallas is that he thinks mostly about...
Dallas. Sure, he’s thrilled about the baby.” She shook her head,
sending her brown-blonde hair in a tizzy. “Not that I’m saying
Lionel is his, or anything. But as for women, he truly doesn’t want
to get involved. That’s... That’s not the kind of partner I want.
That I need.”

She got up to dispose of the dirty diaper.
“Dallas is first, then everybody else is second or third. Do you
understand?”

“I do. Thanks for sharing that with me,
Beatrice.” Minx lifted Mikey to her shoulder for a mid-dining burp
or two. She’d have to have a very frank talk with Mr. Dallas
Porter, that was for certain.

Beatrice gave her son a baby biscuit to chew
on and then stood. “Thanks for the talk and the class, Minx. I have
to get going. My shift starts at four.”

“I enjoyed it.” Minx felt a light bulb going
off in her head. Yep, she had a sudden inspiration. “You know, I’m
here ‘til four, and then I’m meeting Gabe for a celebration dinner
over at Buffalo Bill’s Bistro. That restaurant is so close since
it’s only two blocks south of the Emporium. I could mention to him
that we spoke. Maybe you and Gabe could schedule a talk. Maybe, if
you want, you could be assigned back to Homicide in his Division. I
know he’d love to have you.”

Beatrice’s round face diffused with a blush
of embarrassment. “Oh, I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to be any
bother.”

The more Minx thought about it, the more
excited she became. “Omigosh! That’s a great idea. There’s that
strange new case he’s working on, the one that’s being featured in
the LA Times--something about random kisses? Not that there’s been
any murders... yet, but there’s something disturbing about this...
Kissing Bandit. In fact, three officers from Gabe’s Division have
been ‘branded’ by a kiss. You never know, Beatrice, Gabe might
really be looking forward to having you back on his team--get a
woman’s viewpoint and all.”

“Goodness! Are the officers okay? Who got
kissed?”

“Officers Rappaport, Winchester, and
O’Donnell. The three of them were in an elevator at Headquarters
when suddenly it stopped. Then there must’ve been some type of
knockout gas, because when the elevator started up again and landed
on the main floor, the three of them were lying on the floor with
bright decals or stencils of crimson lips on the sides of their
foreheads.”

Minx wiped at her own forehead. “Creepy. And,
even more bizarre, featured in last week’s newspaper was a story on
this type of crime... before this incident even happened.”

A small frown flattened Beatrice’s lips.
“That certainly sounds suspicious, doesn’t it? Who wrote the
story?”

Narrowing her gaze, Minx wrinkled her nose.
“Emile Desjardins. He’s a feature writer. Sort of like an
investigative reporter only focusing on human interest stories.
Gabe has had run ins with him before. Evidently the guy is one of
the more obnoxious reporters. Someone fighting tooth and nail to
hammer out a story--no matter what is at stake--just to further his
own career. He says he has a source, but it’s confidential. He
won’t reveal who it is.”

“That kind of person turns my stomach,”
Beatrice spit out.

“Well, if whoever this source is has a
vendetta against the Police Department, Homicide in particular,
then you probably don’t want to transfer back in.”

“No, no that’s not it at all.” Beatrice shook
her head. “I enjoy working in Homicide. I enjoy the officers.”

Minx nodded. “Gabe does, too. Why don’t you
give me your home number? Or your cell. That’ll make it easier for
him to call you.”

“Well...”

Minx could be a force of nature when she
wanted to be. And she wanted to be--for Beatrice and for
Dallas.

After Beatrice had been steamrollered over
and had given Minx her number, they both said goodbye. Beatrice
left with her son. Still gnawing on his biscuit, he watched over
his mother’s shoulder as they walked out of the Ladies Locker
Room.

Minx started to
strategize. Four o’clock was three hours away. She had to drop
Mikey off at the Emporium’s new daycare center and teach two
classes: Yoga Stretch and the Only Upper Body
Workout. And then she had to freshen up,
dress to impress her man and also clean up her little
guy.

The special dinner was to
celebrate the first time they “met” two years ago, at Valentin’s
Bistro, as Buffalo Bill’s Bistro was called then. As it had
happened, they hadn’t actually met that day at lunchtime, but later
that night Homicide Lieutenant Gabriel Harris had come to her
apartment to investigate a murder--her first involvement in a
murder case: The Bloodstained
Bistro.

While the murder wasn’t a happy memory, being
introduced to Gabe certainly was!

“So, Mikey, let’s get you washed and ready to
play with your new daycare buddies. Hopefully you’ll take a nice
nap, too.”

Feeding time over, Minx spent the rest of her
lunch break patting her baby boy on his back.

* * * *

Once inside Buffalo Bill’s Bistro, Minx
headed for the back of the restaurant which was at the opposite end
of the popular mirrored bar. It was happy hour--or happy hours,
depending on one’s point of view--so the bar was hopping with
customers in high spirits, evidently eager to celebrate the start
of the new week.

Then again, any excuse to celebrate was
always a good thing!

Sitting at a square table, she set Mikey’s
rocking carseat on the carpeted floor next to her. For a moment,
she drank in the sight of her darling little one sleeping. He slept
soundly, confidently. He must’ve instinctively known his mama would
make everything all right for him.

Satisfied, she gave his rocker a little nudge
so he would continue to sleep with the swaying of the seat.
Hopefully the noise level in the Bistro wouldn’t bother him.

Although it was exactly four o’clock, Gabe
wasn’t here yet. But he would be, soon. Smoothing stray hair back
toward her ponytail, she fluttered her eyes closed and rolled her
shoulders to continue relaxing.

To put it mildly, it had been a few busy
months since Mikey had been born: recovery, visits from both sets
of parents, plus Gabe’s brother, then his sister and family, and
her own two brothers... and then starting up work again... phew!
She really looked forward to just her and Gabe, and of course
Mikey, having a romantic dinner out.

“Howdy, ma’am.”

Whoa, she really must’ve zoned out. A cowboy
waiter made his way over to the table and then tipped his
ten-gallon hat at her.

He, like all the servers, was dressed with a
Wild West theme. In his case, he was poured into tight blue jeans,
long-sleeved shirt, bandana, hat, and spurred boots.

“What’s yer pleasure, my fine young filly?
It’s happy hour, y’know.” Winking, the man focused his gaze on
her.

Alcoholic drinks were still off the
menu--probably for a few more months--so she looked up at the man.
“I’ll have a lemonade, please. Easy on the sugar.”

The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed twice as his
gaze slid over her. “You alone, doll? You don’t have to be, y’know;
I’m off at five.”

Oh boy. Her nostrils flared. “My husband will
be joining me.”

Not that it was any of this guy’s business.
Not to mention that her four and a half month old baby was sleeping
right by her feet.

“Okay then.” With a smirk, the server tipped
his hat again. “One lemonade comin’ right up!”

Sheesh! She tapped her fingernails on the
wooden tabletop, drumming out her annoyance. Had that guy actually
been flirting? She couldn’t help frowning. When would Gabe
arrive?

Glancing down at her orange red sundress, she
straightened one of the frilly, ruffled straps. The tight smocked
bodice on this dress really accentuated her very full breasts--and
that could be considered a man-magnet. Maybe she should’ve worn
something more... conservative.

But then again, this was a hopping bistro.
The customers seated around her table wore an assortment of
outfits: beach gear, cowboy fixings, black hoodies, businessman
suits, even a cocktail dress or two. She really didn’t stand out.
That waiter was just being a jerk.

Well, maybe jerk was too strong a word. How
about an insensitive clod?

She nodded. Yes, precisely.

Another server approached and deposited on
the table a cocktail glass containing green liquid. This cowgirl
was dressed in a fringed and beaded suede riding skirt along with a
mandatory cowboy hat.

“I didn’t order this appletini,” Minx
protested.

“Compliments from an admirer of yours,
ma’am.” The gal extended her arm towards the bar and then left to
greet another table.

Admirer? Gabe?

Minx straightened in her seat and lifted her
chin in the bar’s direction to scan the heads for a beloved,
distinctive dark and light grey one.

The other chair at the table got pulled out.
“Hello, Minx,” came the low voice of Ron Dantes as he stood beside
the chair. “Fancy meeting you here... again.”

“Ron! Hi!” She impulsively stood and gave her
former fitness client a hug. “It’s been ages.”

He hugged her back, too tightly for comfort.
His masculine scent of sandalwood, musk, with a twinge of bergamot
tickled her nose.

With a little laugh, she pulled herself away
and quickly sat back down. “Sit. How are you doing? Goodness, it’s
been so long. Last I saw you was at that awful New Year’s Eve party
with the murder and Dallas knocked out beside the... you know,
corpse.”

Ron looked good. His
coppery brown hair was still spiky, his cheekbones high, and eyes
sparkled either blue grey or grey blue. He was in great shape, too.
She’d been his personal trainer way back when she’d first arrived
in L.A. even though super buff Dallas Porter was his good friend.
After that last murder, The Embezzled
Envelope, Ron had called to cancel their
training sessions, stating that he was going to “go off the grid”
for awhile, whatever that meant. Minx hadn’t seen or heard from him
since.

“You first, Minx.” He leaned back against the
chair and kept his gaze on her. “I hear you have a little one.”

She couldn’t help smiling. “Yes I do. Mikey’s
a real cutie.” She directed Ron’s attention to her bundle of joy in
the rocker. “You can see how he has no problem napping even with
all this noise.”

Ron leaned over to study the sleeping baby.
“He looks like you. He even has cupid bow lips.”

“Thanks. He’s a sweetheart, that’s for
sure.”

“You look dynamite, Minx.” He lifted his own
drink; it looked like a scotch and tonic, one of Gabe’s favorite
drinks. “Let’s make a toast.”

She fingered the rim around the cocktail
glass. “Well, I can’t drink alcohol yet.” Then a thought just hit
her. “But I did order a lemonade. I wonder where it is.”

Ron gave her his trademark shy smile. “Just
take a sip, for old times sake.”

“Oh, okay.” She lifted the appletini and
clinked glasses with his. “What do we drink to?”

“To you, Minx, and to all good things.” Ron
winked.

“And to you, Ron.”

Mmm. The drink was just as she remembered: sweet with a hint of a
bite, dressed up with a slice of green apple.

She set the glass down. “So tell me, what
have you been up to?”

Ron spoke about going on the road, doing his
standup comedy routines at various locations from L.A. to Vegas.
But after awhile that had gotten old, he said. So now he was based
back in L.A., busy with computer and software consultations.

“I’ve kept up with Dallas and heard you’ve
been back at the Emporium for about a month.” Ron finished his
scotch and signaled for a server. “Another drink, Minx?”

“Nope. Thanks. But I wonder where--”

“Here you go, doll.” Finally, her original
server returned with her lemonade. He scratched at hair under his
hat. “Now that your husband is here, are you ready to order?”

“Oh! He’s not--”

“No,” Ron hurried to add. “I’m not--”

“Cozy,” came a familiar but extremely harsh
voice.

Oh, shoot. What were the odds of Gabe showing
up at the Bistro right at this... inconvenient time? Probably
infinitesimal. But there he was, blazing fire out of his no-longer
cool blue eyes.

* * * *

The hell.

Los Angeles Police Department, Homicide
Division’s Lieutenant Gabriel Harris stared down at the woman who
owned his soul. Minx looked delicious in the orange high-waisted
sundress; the budge of her bountiful breasts were on display for
him... and for that God-awful pea-brain sitting across from her.
Why the hell
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