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Chapter 1

 


 


Jimmy’s Cuda rumbled to a stop across
the street from the Hyatt just after dark. Diana was supposed to
join him in The Blue Room in a half hour at 9:00. He would have
rather had her in the car with him already, but she was working
late. As usual.

He was lucky he’d been able to wheedle
her into dinner at all. She’d been so busy with the Southside
Restoration and her Working Sisters Foundation lately that they
hadn’t even been able to swing a lunch in at least three weeks. And
as for spending time together in the off-hours, well… She was
always tied up in one thing or another, but he knew there was more
to it than her mountain of responsibilities.

His relationship with Diana was on the
ropes. There had always been uncertainty there, but the distrust
between them had come to a head with Sharon Lewis’ final criminal
escapade. In the end, Sharon had nearly killed them both in that
old warehouse, before Sharon went up in flames and fell into the
river. That near death experience had brought their relationship
back from the brink, but their renewed closeness had been
short-lived. Tonight would hopefully fix that.

Jimmy locked up the Cuda, straightened
his tie, and smoothed out his one decent suit. It was a little bit
much to wear at the beginning of summer, but he wanted to look like
he had at least made an effort. He started across to the hotel. He
stopped in the middle of the street for a UPS delivery truck, but
as it passed in front of him he heard a metallic ping, like a rock
had hit the side of the vehicle. Except it was a bullet.

Someone snarled, “Damn it!”

Jimmy ducked around the truck, and ran
along beside it as he pulled his .45. from his shoulder holster. He
was able to keep himself shielded for about thirty feet until the
truck outran him and left him exposed to–

He held his gun angled toward the
ground in a two-handed grip and looked around at the sidewalk
across the street as he tried to decide on a suspect. There weren’t
many people out there–the pair of street lights glowed over a
couple out for a stroll, a panhandler with a WILL WORK FOR FOOD
cardboard sign, a couple of ladies from the Sisters of Solace guild
offering their legal trade to some potential johns, and another
woman cloaked in black velvet just limping out of the amber halo of
a streetlight. No one behaved as though they knew anything had
happened, although several eyed him suspiciously.

Jimmy changed to a one hand grip and
stood straighter. He realized that he hadn’t heard a gunshot–they
must have used a silencer, which made it being a random shooter
less likely. He doubted they were gunning for UPS. He’d created
enough enemies between his time on the force and his more recent
time as a private investigator that he was most likely the intended
target.

Honking disturbed his train of thought
as a couple of cars passed close by him in both directions. Jimmy
decided he should stop standing around in the street. He continued
across to the Hilton.

His armpits were starting to drip as
he holstered his handgun and thanked the gunman under his breath
for making his antiperspirant useless. He gave the uniformed valet
at the stand a tight smile, and received a frown of disapproval.
Jimmy always parked across the street because he didn’t want anyone
messing with the Cuda. Avoiding the mandatory tip for the valet
service was a bonus.

He entered the lobby and approached
the front desk. His favorite maître-d was on duty. Of course, Jimmy
had never been one of Giuseppe’s favorites; the slick operator
shifted from obvious annoyance when he saw Jimmy to a more
obsequious smile. He swept his hand alongside his head, as though
his spiked and gelled hair could have become disordered. He
wrinkled his nose.

“The heat is not treating
you kindly this evening, Mr. Delaney.” Giuseppe handed him a
folder. “Here is your usual packet, which of course no longer
requires explanation. Enjoy your stay. Or not.”

Jimmy had gotten several of these
introductory packets from the Barnstow Bulls for work he’d done for
the NFL team. There would be a blue card to cover the bar and
restaurant tab, and a red one that acted as both a room key and–if
he was so inclined–entitled him to a Sister of Solace to keep him
company there for the night. He was never so inclined–although his
reputation was such that no one in Barnstow believed it.

Lila was hostess in The Blue Room
tonight. The big-haired brunette smiled at him as he walked up to
the hostess stand.

“Jimmy! Here to sample my
fare at last?”

He shook his head and handed her the
blue card. “Just here for dinner.” He checked the time; it was
8:55. “Misty will be joining me shortly.”

Most of Barnstow knew Diana by her
public persona: Misty Devereaux. It was the name she’d taken when
Raymond Lewis first chose her to run the Working Sisters
Foundation.

Lila pouted. “Oh, very well. Follow
me.”

She seated him at a corner table.
Jimmy ordered a Singapore Sling and waited. He had some time to
wonder some more about who the shooter might be–or at least who it
wasn’t. He had seen Sharon Lewis immolated as she fell in the
river. Walter Prescott fell to his death in an elevator shaft.
Prosecutor Mathews was dead by cop. Roger Danford had been killed
by Max, who was upstate in prison with his gang, as were Reggie and
Dr. Yon. His relations with his former co-workers on the force had
improved considerably, so he doubted any of them were holding
enough of a grudge to try to off him.

He was on his third drink when Diana
arrived. She wore an electric blue business suit that accented her
blonde hair, with a skirt short enough to show off killer legs
perched on three inch stilettos. She looked as good to him as
always. He probably should have said something about it, but he was
in a mood.

“Sorry I’m late, Jimmy.”
Her blue eyes met his briefly as she sat across from him. “Some
things came up that required my attention.”

“I don’t suppose it could
have waited until tomorrow.”

She pursed her moist red lips. “It
could have, but you know how I worry about hitting those
milestones.”

Keeping control of the Southside
Restoration Endowment required adhering to very rigid schedules.
Diana had gained control of the endowment because Raymond Lewis’
children hadn’t taken those milestones to heart; she had no
intention of losing control, or failing Raymond’s memory. But Jimmy
knew there was more to it.

“Yeah, you’ve been busy.”
He took a breath. “Let’s order some food.”

She hesitated before she said, “Sure.
Let’s do that.”

He had meant to keep things light, but
his irritation was too near the surface, and he knew it. Maybe it
was the shooter. Or the alcohol. He’d do better with some food in
his stomach.

Jimmy signaled the waitress. Diana
requested chicken scampi, while Jimmy ordered sirloin. They sat
there waiting for the food. The piano, sax, and drum trio played
their disjointed jazz. It wasn’t anything you could dance to, but
at least it drowned out the silence between them for a time. He
could barely tap his fingers to it, but Diana didn’t have that
problem; she had enough sense of the rhythm to rock to it
in…interesting ways.

Their meals arrived and they started
eating.

“Working any interesting
cases?” Diana asked.

“Just the usual. How about
you?”

She smiled. “I’m not working any
cases, Jimmy.”

“You know I didn’t mean
that.” He chewed on his steak and his irritation. “It’s been a
while since I’ve seen you. What have you been doing?”

“Well, the Southside
Restoration is coming along, but we still have a couple of those
pesky milestones to hit. The General Pershing is being particularly
problematic, so I’m paying extra attention there.”

“The theatre’s still
giving Andrew trouble?”

“It’s coming along, but
slowly. We’re supposed to have it operational in the next couple of
months, but it’s going to be tight. Andrew is already trying to
plan what to do for the opening. With things as uncertain as they
are we can’t get a touring show to commit, so he’s thinking about
staging a community theatre production.”

“Will that be
enough?”

“The Restoration
guidelines just say a performance has to open it, so that would
cover it, even if it only lasts one night.”

“So that’s all that’s
keeping you so busy?” Jimmy asked pointedly.

Diana stiffened a little. “Well,
there’s also my usual responsibilities with the Working Sisters
Foundation, and then there’s–”

“Oh, cut it out, Diana. I
know that’s not the reason you haven’t had time for me.”

She had been animated while engaging
in small talk, almost like old times, but now her face fell. Jimmy
immediately regretted cutting her off the way he did. This needed
to be addressed, but more gently.

He took a breath. “Diana, one or the
other of us has always been busy, but we would still manage to find
time for each other. Until Sharon tried to kill us.”

Diana shook her head. “What happened
between us wasn’t Sharon’s fault. She shouldn’t have been able to
get you thinking I could do such a thing. Especially to
you.”

“I know, but she took
advantage of our history.”

“That’s the problem,
Jimmy, we have too much history.” Tears were forming in the corners
of her eyes. “It’s just not working.”

“But we can get past it. I
know I can trust you.”

“But you don’t–not
entirely.” A couple of tears rolled down her cheeks. “You know that
suspicion will always be between us.”

He knew she blamed herself as much or
more than she did him for the wall that was between them, but even
though Diana said she understood his reasons, it was something she
was resigned to, not something she was willing to
accept.

She set her napkin on the table. “I
think it would be better if we stop seeing each other for a
while.”

Diana stood up from their table,
kissed his cheek, and clicked away on those stilettos of
hers.

He would have argued with her, but he
could see it would only hurt her more. And she was right; as much
as he tried, he couldn’t put his doubts aside. No matter how good a
thing they had, it was still broken, and he didn’t know how to fix
it. So instead, he wiped her tear off his face as he watched her
walk out of The Blue Room and out of his life.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Jimmy pushed the steak and potatoes
around on his plate for a bit, then got up from the table and sat
at the bar. He ordered another Singapore Sling while the trio
continued playing their haphazard jazz. That and the liquor that
kept coming didn’t keep Diana’s words from echoing in his
memory.

That suspicion will always
be between us.

He thought he’d done a darn fine job
of setting aside the earlier days when she and her now ex-husband
Dr. Yon had tried to kill him. Or more recent times when she had
manipulated him with chemistry, and later with subliminals. That
last wasn’t her fault–someone else had used her invention. She had
actually kept him from being hurt that time, and had even led him
to the perpetrators.

All his suspicions about her after
that time had also proven unfounded. Sure, he could justify it as
reasonable wariness, brought on by her impressive talents and her
past history. That history had created phantom wrongs that he had
trouble putting out of his mind. It was why he’d briefly suspected
her of the deaths of her three Foundation girls, and why Sharon’s
framing of Diana for killing all those homeless–and trying to kill
Jimmy along with them–had worked so well.

“Last call, Mr. Delaney,”
the Chippendale calendar bartender said. “You want anything
else?”

Jimmy twisted the stem on his glass so
the last inch of red swirled. “No, Keith. I think I’ve had enough
for tonight.”

He slipped off the barstool and almost
onto the floor, but grabbed the bar and righted himself.

“You’re right,” Keith
said. “I can’t let you leave without a SoberShot.”

“Not for me, thanks–I
don’t want to lose this buzz.” Jimmy reached in his pocket and held
up the red card that came with his package. “I’m using this
tonight.”

“Okay then.”

Keith snatched the card out of the
air, then waved Lila over from the hostess stand. The big-hair
brunette sidled up to Jimmy like she usually did. He got a face
full of hair. He didn’t feel that backing away would be safe in his
condition, so he just endured her hairspray as best he
could.

“Mr. Delaney is going to
use his red card tonight,” Keith said.

“Well, it’s about
time!”

Lila sounded too pleased, but Jimmy
couldn’t think why.

Keith handed the card to her. “See him
to his room, please.”

“Gladly!” Lila slipped an
arm around Jimmy’s waist. “Come along Jimmy, we have someplace to
be.”

Lila led him out of The Blue Room
toward the elevators. Now that they were side by side, her hair
wasn’t in his face as much and it was easier to deal
with.

“Did something happen
between you and Ms. Devereaux?”

“She said things weren’t
going to work between us,” Jimmy mumbled. “She’s probably
right.”

Lila huffed as they got on the
elevator. “That snooty woman thinks she’s better than you, just
like she thinks she’s better than the rest of us.”

She shared the disdain for Diana that
all the members of Barnstow’s prostitute guilds had. Not only had
Diana never been a hooker, but the purpose of the Working Sisters
Foundation was to draw women away from Barnstow’s perfectly legal
sex trade.

Jimmy started to say it wasn’t that
way, but he also started sliding down the elevator wall and had to
focus on staying upright. He clutched at Lila and she
laughed.

“Be patient, you big boy.
Let’s get you to your room first.”

Between them they managed to prop him
up in the corner of the elevator. She had her hair in his face
again, which curtailed further discussion as each time he inhaled
he had to fight off a sneeze.

Finally the elevator doors opened and
they were side by side again as she walked him to his door. Without
her hair in his face he could talk again.

“I don’t deserve her. She
didn’t say anything of the sort, but she’d be right if she
did.”

“Now, Jimmy, you shouldn’t
be thinking that way. Any woman would be lucky to have
you.”

She pushed him to the door
and pressed against him, her hair once more in his face. She swiped
his room key, and they became unbalanced as the door opened behind
him. He
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