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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            THE APPROACH

          

        

      

    

    
      Wednesdays often brought the college boys to Jello’s Pool Hall. Particularly in the winter. I’d call it cabin fever, except we were in Georgia. Still, too cold to drink on their frat house front porch rocking chairs. Too early in the week to host a party. The non-heathens would be attending Wednesday night church. The good students would be in class or the library.

      But the bad boys would bring money to places like Jello’s. Which was why I was there.

      And how Lex knew to find me.

      I had just racked a fresh round. Satisfied with the smooth lift of the triangle. No balls escaped. Feeling good about the roll of twenties tucked into the front pocket of my jeans. That gratification disappeared upon sensing a male presence behind me. The scent of his aftershave cut through the pervading smell of beer, stale smoke, and old fryer oil. I sniffed once. Recognized the spicy scent of his cologne. Rested the cue stick on the table.

      “Wanna make a wager? I’m having a lucky night.” I bent over the table to place the cue ball. Angled the stick. Shot it backward. And turned to face him.

      “Hello, love.” Lex grabbed the stick. “Watch yourself. I’d like to remain a baritone, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sorry.” I didn’t sound sorry. Didn’t even get close. “Careful where you stand next time. Another town, maybe?”

      He pushed the stick away. Grinned. Sidled forward. “Don’t want me too deep in your pocket?”

      I rolled my eyes, then studied the man. His thick, sandy hair had been trimmed to maintain an artful dishevelment. Smiling blue eyes. Sensuous lips held a relaxed smile. His boy-next-door good looks never revealed anything but indolent charm and false promises. A real ace. Too careful and too practiced to show anything else.

      “You look tired.” I took a careful step to the side. Rested my hip against the table. “Tinge of blue beneath your eyes.”

      “Too many lonely nights.”

      “I bet. They have medicine for that, you know.”

      “Not the cure I seek. You’re looking fit, though.” His gaze traveled the room. “How’d you do tonight?”

      “What do you want, Lex?” My hand reached for the cue ball. I rolled it beneath my palm.

      His eyes snapped back to me and told me what I already knew. I narrowed mine. His mouth quirked.

      “Relax,” he said. “Gave you my word I’d leave you alone, didn’t I?”

      “Your word isn’t worth much. And you just proved it, seeing as how you’re here and all.”

      “When have I ever lied to you?”

      I gripped the cue ball.

      He raised his hand. “Right. But I am here out of the goodness of my heart. Thought I should see you about Penny Forbes.”

      “What about Penny?” I frowned. “Are you working together? Not interested.”

      “You haven’t heard?” The mask fell. His face tightened and he appeared older, matured. “Fin, we should go somewhere private.”

      “Why?” I didn’t like the mask, but I didn’t like what he’d replaced it with either. He looked worried. Lex never worried. The carefree charisma wasn’t just an act. I was the worrier. “You know I’m on the square now. If you and Penny have gotten yourself into a mess, y’all just get yourselves out of it.”

      “On the level, but still dodgy enough to plunder these wankers,” he muttered. “Finley, I’m serious. I don’t want to tell you here.”

      “You’re never serious.” I turned. Settled the white ball. Chalked the cue tip. Moved to the side and leaned over the table. Sighted the ball. Placed the stick between my thumb and fingers.

      Lex leaned over me, close enough for his words to buzz in my ear. “She’s dead, Fin. Penny’s dead.” A hand fell on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to tell you like this. Finley, come with me.”

      I pulled in a breath. Ignored his hand and the clamor ringing between my ears. Gritting my teeth, I lowered my head. Centered my gaze on the space between the second and fourth racked ball. Brought the stick back and let it glide. The break rang. Two solids slammed into the back and corner right pockets.

      Lex’s hand shot forward. Caught a stripe as it raced toward the front left. “Sloppy. That’s a scratch.”

      “Hey.” I turned, swinging the stick with me.

      He caught the stick again, pushed it aside, and grabbed my arm. “Love, did you hear me? I’m sorry. I didn’t want to be the bearer, but God knows I can’t… I had to see you. News like this. I cocked it up.” He shook his head. “Fin. Are you all right? What can I do, love?”

      “Nothing.” I shook my arm free and fixed my eyes to a point on the wall behind him. I hadn’t seen Penny for months. She’d been busy. I’d been hiding. But dead? She was too young—mid-twenties, like me. Car accident? Cripes, I hoped she didn’t get sick. The fatal illnesses I knew that struck Penny’s age bracket weren’t pretty.

      I sucked in a deep breath. Let it out. Hated how shaky it sounded. “How’d she die?”

      “Let’s talk somewhere else.” He paused. Sighed. “Right. Drug overdose. Heroin, is what I heard.”

      My eyes flew to his face. The blue eyes watched me. Soberly, with a hint of pity. I despised that look even more than the worry.

      “No way on God’s green earth. Penny’s momma was a junkie. Crooked as she could get, Penny wouldn’t touch a substance stronger than champagne. You heard wrong, Lex.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sorry, love.”

      “Stop calling me that.” I felt my throat tighten and forced a swallow. “Don’t call me that anymore.”

      “Can’t help myself.” His head tilted, the pitying expression deepening. “Let me at least buy you a drink. We should toast Penny. You’ve known her since, when? First time on the street?”

      He reached for me, but I sidestepped. “I’m not drinking to that lie. She didn’t overdose.”

      “Fin, it’s hard to hear, but it’s true. Heard it from Dot, then checked myself.”

      “Who found her?” I gripped my cue stick. My chest felt like it was going to cave in. “Police? Which one? County? City? The heroin could have been planted, Lex. You know she’s on his list because of me. It’s not beneath him to do something like that just to make her look bad. He’s got the county coroner in his pocket. John Prince is a drunk and a gambler—”

      “What would be the point in that? Penny was taken to the hospital, love. Wasn’t a bust or anything like that. Your da—”

      I held up a finger.

      “Right. Come on.” Lex glanced around. Spotted my cue case under a nearby chair. Pulled it out. Took the stick from me. Unscrewed the shaft from the butt, flipped the top open on the hard case, and slipped the sticks inside. Slinging the long case strap over his shoulder, he cupped my elbow.

      I had stuck on the word hospital, rooted to the floor. Absently, I’d reached for the ring hanging from the chain around my neck. At Lex’s touch, I shook off my daze and dropped the ring.

      “Where are you staying?” said Lex.

      “Nowhere.” My stomach squeezed. I allowed him to walk me to the door. “Motel on Thirty-Four.”

      “You’re coming to my place.” He glanced at me. “Don’t worry, love. You can trust me.”

      “No, I can’t.” I could feel the tears forming. I swallowed hard. “I can’t go home with you. I should talk to Dot.”

      “Let me go with you.”

      I shook my head. Before I could speak, a voice hollered from the rear of the hall. The shouting intensified. We turned. A young man jogged forward, followed by a small herd of beefy minions. The insults thrown in my direction did nothing to faze the other patrons. Nothing new for Jello’s. Behind the bar, Jello called out, demanding payment of the young man’s tab. Jello didn’t care about fights as long as his end was covered.

      “Did you take him?” whispered Lex. “Of course you did.” He spun us back toward the door. Hurried our pace.

      “Wasn’t much of a hustle,” I said. “He saw me beat the pants off his friend first. He’s drunk.”

      “Drunk, stupid, and big. Not a good combination.” Lex handed me the cue case.

      “He practically begged me to—” The obscenity the guy shouted caught me off guard. “Vile boy. Guess he’s worked himself into a lather about it at the bar. I am a mere female, you know. A blow to his pride. Took him three large before he gave up.”

      “Right. Blighter. He’s going to catch us in the parking lot. Student, yes?”

      Before the doors, Lex stopped. Pivoted. Retraced his steps toward the ape. Lex put out a hand as if to shake, then used it to steady the gorilla. “Hey, mate. Couldn’t help but hear you. Let me correct the situation.”

      Behind him, the man’s friends—an indistinguishable line of baseball hats, college-branded hoodies, and beards—blundered to a halt, confused by Lex’s friendly voice and relaxed candor.

      “What?” bellowed the man. He shook a fist in my direction. “Were you carrying her stick? She friggin’ has her own cue? What the f—”

      Lex cut off his drunken cursing. “Sorry, mate. Didn’t catch your name. Drew, was it?”

      “Yes, how—?”

      “Your friend mentioned it.” Lex jerked his chin toward the line of monkeys behind Drew. They shifted, widening the circle. One twisted away to wander back to the bar.

      “Listen, Drew. She took you for a ride, did she? Are you upset that this young girl beat you in pool?” Lex’s voice rose while seeming to drop. “You know, she’s a brilliant mathematician. Really. It’s all in the angles. Trajectories. That sort of thing. Her father’s a professor. Maybe you had him. Physics. Genius, really. Doctor—”

      “Williams?” offered Drew.

      “You know him? You might know me as well.”

      “You’re British.”

      “Accent gave it away, did it?” Lex smiled. “Yes, a doctoral student. I work for Williams. Unfortunate situation, his daughter.” He gave a nod in my direction.

      Leaning against the door, I shrugged. Gave Drew an apologetic smile.

      “A bit touched. Explains the maths, yes? Can’t help herself, you know what I mean?”

      “What?” said Drew. “She seemed normal.”

      “We won’t speak the words. Minor’s right to privacy. So hard to tell sixteen from twenty-one these days.”

      Drew’s eyes widened. “She’s sixteen?”

      “And Jello,” Lex continued, “as all you students know, looks the other way on such things. Fake IDs and the lot. Probably why you and your friends are here. I trotted over to find her. Mission for Dr. Williams. Campus Police are on their way.”

      “Security? They’re not cops.”

      “No, but they report criminal incidents to the police. Under the Clery Act, I believe. Campus police is not mall security, Drew. The actual police will be just behind them. Nothing they love more than a fake ID bust. Identity theft and the like is a serious concern these days.”

      As Drew swayed, Lex dropped an arm around his shoulder and steered him toward a table.

      “Let’s chat, Drew. Dr. Williams has a protocol for these things.” Lex pulled out a chair.

      Drew sank into it. His remaining friends drifted toward the pool tables.

      Hovering above Drew, Lex crooked a finger at me and raised his voice. “Miss Williams, we need to settle this. If you could join us, please.”

      I slunk to their table, doing my best imitation of sixteen-going-on-twenty-something.

      Lex cupped a hand around his mouth and raised his voice. “Jello, how much does he owe you?”

      “Fifty,” called Jello.

      Drew blanched.

      “Heavy night for three-dollar beer,” said Lex. “All right, Drew. Let’s pay Jello first. Jello only takes cash. Doesn’t like to pay those pesky credit card service fees.”

      Or taxes, but I kept that thought to myself.

      “Can’t.” Drew pointed at me. “She took all my money. I told Jello she’d have to pay.”

      “You lost your bet,” I said. “Bets, rather. All six of them. After the first three times, you might have realized the odds were against you. Really, after losing the first two, it’s sixty percent in favor of losing. A betting man should know these things.”

      “Miss Williams, what have we told you about speaking so bluntly? People perceive that as rude.” Lex shook his head. “Sorry, Drew. Looks like I got here just in time.”

      He presented a clip of cash. Palmed the clip. Counted off what appeared to be fifty. Handed the folded notes to me. “Miss Williams, pay Jello. And tip him well.”

      I nodded meekly. Trotted to Jello and delivered the fold. “Payment for young Drew.”

      Jello scooped the bills into a meaty fist and dropped them in his till. “You’re going to catch it one of these days, Fin.”

      “Not if they catch it first.” I winked. “Drew had an extra Benjamin for you. Gratis. Also in case the others don’t reconcile. These rich kids are the worst at paying their debts. Money spilling out of their pockets, yet too cheap to pay a tab.”

      “And too dumb not to see it fall out of their pockets and into your hands. I thought you went straight, hon.”

      “I did,” I said. “Can I help it if these boys won’t let themselves believe what’s right in front of their eyes? If I don’t hide my skill, it’s not a hustle.”

      “This is Lex’s money then?” Jello’s smile stretched, making his chins wobble.

      “I didn’t say that. Lex would never short you, any more than I would. But Lex would rather have Drew pay his own bill. As he should.” I leaned forward. “Jello, what did you hear about Penny Forbes dying?”

      “Thought you knew, hon.” Jello’s chins quivered with a mournful shake. “Can’t believe it. She was engaged, too, did you know that? Found a way up.”

      “Up?”

      “Rich guy. Didn’t surprise me too much. That Penny. Gorgeous and smart. A legend.”

      “Hold on.” I checked on Lex. While drawing out a story with one hand, he slipped the money clip back into Drew’s pocket. Typical Lex. Let Drew think he’d blown his cash when he woke hung over and broke.

      I turned back to Jello. “Penny was engaged to a rich guy and OD’d on heroin? Doesn’t add up, Jello. She didn’t use and she’d never pimp out. She was a good roper, but never let herself get too dirty.”

      “I reckoned the same. After her momma—” His chins shook again.

      “Exactly. The rich guy, was he a mark? Or legit?”

      “Dunno, hon.” Jello fixed his piggy eyes over my shoulder. “Lex is wrapping up.”

      I turned, catching the exuberant expression lighting Lex’s face. He could be mistaken for a young doctoral student. A highlighted lock had fallen over his forehead. His lean physique gave the impression of slightness. I knew the wiry strength that hid beneath his designer button-down. He just needed a pair of wire-rims to complete the picture of a slightly nerdy but cute grad student. Not that Lex had ever set foot in a college classroom. No more than I had.

      At least I didn’t think so. You could never be sure with Lex.

      I wouldn’t put it past him to audit the classes that interested him. And it wouldn’t surprise me if he had somehow obtained a diploma. He was good at that sort of thing. Got his kicks from pitting his wiles against bureaucratic quagmires. Anything that frustrated a normal person, Lex loved to unravel and beat.

      Including trying to lure me back into his questionable operations. And other areas of his life.

      Catching my eye, Lex gave me a slight nod. I slunk back to the table, seemingly chastened.

      “Thanks for covering my tab,” Drew said. “And if I see her in here again, I’ll leave her alone.”

      “Do that, young man. Although I’d give Jello’s a wide berth, if I were you. He overlooks anything but paying your bill, which you almost didn’t do. But if you risk Jello’s wrath and do see Miss Williams, give Mr. Jello the word that you’ve spotted this young sociopath. He’ll escort her out the door. Likely you as well. Jello hates rats even more than scarpers. I think it’s a cattle prod he uses.”

      Lex’s smile quirked as he peered down his nose at me. “You heard that, Miss Williams? It’s for your own good. Respectable young women don’t hang out in pool halls.”

      I pursed my lips. Lex was really pushing it.

      He grasped my elbow. “Past your bedtime, Miss Williams. Time to go home. Your father will be sorry to hear about this.”

      “He certainly would,” I said dryly. My father was always sorry to hear about me and any sort of hustle—imagined or real. Particularly since my father was a cop.

      And more crooked than any swindler I’d ever met.
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      “I don’t need a ride.” Those were my only words in the parking lot. Yet I still found myself in Lex’s ridiculously orange Camaro. Not because he was that good. Skipping the ride would have been my way of punishing him. Lex knew that’s how I’d see it. In my view, a punishment meant that I still cared about his feelings, so I had to be purposeful in not consciously punishing him.

      Stupid as it sounds.

      But then he probably knew that, too, so the whole point was moot anyway. Which was just one of the countlessly frustrating things about Lex Leopold.

      I wasn’t even sure if that was his real name. Another frustration. And another reason to steer clear of Lex.

      As we zipped down local highways toward the outskirts of Atlanta, I said, “I didn’t need your help with Drew.”

      “Of course you didn’t, love. I’ve seen you handle plenty of Drews.”

      “That’s why I carry a hard pool case and not a soft one.”

      “Right.”

      “And I don’t need you to take me to Dot’s.”

      “Moral support. That’s what I am.”

      “Moral.” I snorted. “That’s a good one.”

      “Going down that road, are we?” Lex quirked a brow. “Still beating yourself up? Guilt doesn’t solve problems, love. Just clouds judgment.”

      “Guilt has given me clarity.”

      “No, it hasn’t. Clarity comes before guilt. Guilt just makes you wallow in self-loathing. Does you no good whatsoever.”

      “How would you know?” I said. “You never feel guilty.”

      “Because it’s a fruitless emotion. If I believe I did something wrong, I seek to rectify it. That’s not guilt. It’s restitution.”

      “You never think you do anything wrong.”

      “Not true, love.” He cast me a long, heated glance.

      I held my breath for a second, forcing my stuttering heart to slow and my expression to remain calm.

      “Just drop me off at Dot’s.” I turned to look out the passenger window, but the dark, tree-lined road showed only his dashboard light reflection. Lex faced the dark stretch of highway, but I knew his eyes were dancing.

      Cripes.

      “I have business with Dot as well,” he said.

      I let out an exasperated sigh.

      “That’s a fruitless emotion, too, love.”

      “Shut up, Lex.”

      His reflection grinned, then sobered. “I am sorry about Penny.”

      I caught my own image and melancholy expression. Remembered a time when Penny had given me a similar lesson on remorse. She’d given up guilt long before I met her, even at seventeen. Penny said we couldn’t afford guilt, only survival. But she’d been alone much longer. She never had a real family—not one she could rely on—other than the kind she occasionally cobbled together.

      At least I’d had a family once. Maybe that made guilt harder to expunge.

      Bright lights swallowed the darkness, disrupting our reflections. The trees gave way to gas stations, fast food, and dollar stores. The car slowed to halt at a stop light. People milled in front of a taqueria bodega. Three doors down, more folks spilled from a hot wing joint. Across the street, young punks loitered before the Quik Mart. A patrol car rolled by and the punks scattered.

      “Jello said Penny was engaged,” I said. “To a rich guy.”

      “Legit?” said Lex.

      “Jello didn’t know.”

      The light changed. The Camaro sped forward. Lex turned off the highway onto a side street. Bright storefronts were replaced by dark warehouses, busted parking lights, and broken concrete. We turned again, passing a fortune teller’s house. A neon hand blinked in the window. He slowed. In this neighborhood, people walked more than they drove. Driveways with pickups and old Cadillacs. Squat brick apartments. Weeds grew taller. Chain link grew rustier.

      Lex turned again, honked, and waited for a gate to open in front of a car repair shop. No sign marked it as such. Just a lot filled with rusting heaps of uninteresting vintages and cheap models. Stacked, balding tires created a fence of sorts, hiding a real metal fence topped with circles of razor wire.

      The gate opened and closed behind us as we drove through. Lex waited again while a garage bay door slowly lifted. We pulled inside. I clambered out before Lex could open my door. Held my breath against the stench of old oil, grease, and rubber. It masked the more exotic merchandise that hid within the connected office and supply rooms. I avoided those rooms, not wanting to know more than I needed. My appearance at Dot’s upstairs apartment was rare enough.

      Thankfully.

      “Leave your case in the car, love,” said Lex, climbing out his side. “You know how Dot feels about weapons.”

      “She called me a two-bit hustler, not a gangster. Anyway, Dot knows I’m on the level, right? You told her?”

      “And I told you what could happen if that got out.” He moved around the car and leaned his back against my door. “I’m trying to protect you.”

      “No, you’re not. You just want to use me. I’m only here to get information about Penny.”

      “Wouldn’t do you any good to tell Dot tonight. You need information. Dot isn’t going to share unless there’s something in it for her. And if you’re on the square…”

      “I get it.”

      I stepped away, but his hand snaked out and hooked a loop in my jeans. He reeled me back. I returned to my spot but resisted letting him pull me closer.

      “Fin, love. This”—he waved his hand between us—“is no good. We need a resolution. We can’t go into the dragon’s lair like this.”

      “I gave you a resolution.” I crossed my arms. “No more partnership. No more us.”

      “And I rejected it. Therefore, not resolved.” Lex shook his head. “You’re going to need my help in there. I’m not the only one who knows Dot scares you.”

      “I’m not—” It was true. Dot the Jamaican scared the bejesus out of me. But she scared the bejesus out of everyone. Dot was six foot five. An indeterminable age. Almost indeterminable sex. Nobody knew if she was really even Jamaican. Hands like catcher’s mitts. If Dot cocked her head and squinted at you, you felt like committing hari-kari. “Why aren’t you scared of her?”

      A smile curled Lex’s lips. He raised his brows. “Who said I’m not? Fear is a useful emotion, as long as you keep it in check. And don’t show it.”

      I glared at him.

      “Anger, on the other hand, is not useful.” Lex laughed and drew me closer until I stopped between his open legs. His expression grew somber. He gently swept my long, brown hair from my face. The bright eyes roved over me, rested on my lips for a beat, then caught my gaze and held it. “I miss you, Fin. We were good, you and me. And when we’re good, we’re very, very good.”

      “And when we’re bad, we’re terrible.” I clenched the sides of my thighs to keep my hands from reaching for him. “I don’t want this life anymore, Lex. And you need it.”

      “Maybe I just need you.” His eyes dropped back to my mouth.

      I licked my lips, then caught myself. If only. “I can’t give you the same kick. And boredom doesn’t suit you.” I backed up slowly, then turned. “Come on. Dot doesn’t like to wait. She knows we’re here.”
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      Dot Campbell lived above the garage, although occupied was a better term for it. Her surroundings were sumptuous but sparse. The reinforced concrete walls were left bare but for a mega flat screen and an even bigger portrait of Dot, done in a frenzied style with bombastic colors. The furniture was glass, metal, and leather. Modern discomfort. Except for Dot’s throne, a plush leather recliner facing the flat screen.

      It was rumored that Dot didn’t own a bed because she never slept. True or not, appointments with Dot happened at any time of the day or night. And she always wore a black silk bathrobe over a track suit, adding to the mystery.

      We found Dot standing before a long row of cabinets, housing various aquariums and terrariums. Dot’s pets. Not a mammal among them. All lethal. Likely illegal. Glancing over her shoulder, she gave us a nod and returned her attention to a glass case of tiny neon frogs.

      “Hello, Dot,” said Lex. “Feeding time at the zoo?”

      “I’m rearranging. Previously…” She grunted, hefting the terrarium of frogs to an empty space. “They were by genus. I’m switching to a more geographic-type arrangement. I’m curious to see their reactions to their neighbors.”

      “Fascinating.” Lex grimaced. “I’ve got Fin with me.”

      “Saw her. Heard she lost her vehicle. She should stick to pool instead of poker. Or get better at counting cards.”

      I felt the twin burns of humiliation and temper crawl up my neck.

      “‘Course,” continued Dot. She picked up a smaller terrarium and turned it slowly before placing it on top of the frogs. “Goodhart ain’t just along for the ride, now is she?”

      “Yes, well, she has some questions about our mutual acquaintance, Penny Forbes,” said Lex. “About her death, actually.”

      Dot shot him a look over her shoulder. “What am I? A funeral director? Finley’s not part of the business we’re discussing tonight, Leopold.”

      “Listen, Dot,” I said. “I’ll wait in the car while you discuss business—”

      “You know the rules, Goodhart. No one waits downstairs.”

      “I’m already here, Dot,” I said. “Penny and I were tight. You know that.”

      “If y’all were so tight, then what’d you need me for?”

      “I didn’t know… I’ve been busy—”

      Dot turned to face us, her robe swirling out behind her. Crossed her arms and cocked her head, studying me.

      I shuffled my feet. Knew that wasn’t a good move. Raised my chin and met her eye.

      “You’ve been hiding, Finley Goodhart. From him.” She nodded toward Lex. “Or me or someone else. Maybe check all those boxes. I don’t trust people who hide. ’Specially some two-bit country hustler.”

      I pulled in a breath but let it out low and slow. Felt my cheeks flame. Told myself to chill.

      Dot’s eyebrow rose. “Anyways, you ain’t here to find out where to send flowers. What’s the issue? Penny didn’t get it from any associate of mine. You looking for a fight, country girl? You want to tussle with Dot? You that stupid, Finley Goodhart?”

      “By ‘it,’ you mean the heroin?” I kept my voice level. “Penny didn’t use. There’s no way she died of an overdose.”

      “I think the hospital that declared her dead would disagree with you.”

      I felt my flinch before I could control it. “Who was this man she was engaged to? When did she get engaged?”

      “I wonder what you’re thinking? She shot up with her fiancé? Or he shot her up for some nefarious motive?” Dot was fond of five-dollar words.

      “I don’t know what to think,” I said. “That’s why I’m here. You’re the thinker. I’m just the country hustler, right?”

      She strode to her chair, robe whipping out behind her like a cape. Dropping into the thick leather, Dot popped the handle to kick back. Her Adidas high tops knocked together. She steepled her hands on her chest.

      I gave Lex a look. Followed Dot to stand before the throne. Heard Lex move, glanced behind me, and saw him standing before the zoo. He was listening but giving me space.

      He knew I wasn’t pleased with the way he took over at Jello’s.

      “Don’t tap the glass,” called Dot to Lex. “If they spit poison at you, it’s a helluva mess to clean off that glass.”

      She turned her attention to me. “Let’s see. You and me both know Penny loved some racket but didn’t get over-involved much with the real stuff. And she did get engaged. Some rich dude. So I was surprised, myself, to tell you the honest truth.”

      I nodded, thankful my words had assuaged her. I’d learned to walk on eggshells the hard way. I’d talked Lex out of dealing with Dot in a number of projects. She hadn’t taken it kindly. Lex had a talent for analysis and planning. Reading situations and people. An inside man. Dot was a handler; she put together crews. More Fagin than Corleone. She knew everyone and everything. Plus she was a fixer. She knew the law’s enforcers and protectors.

      Particularly the ones who could be greased.

      When she’d found out Lex had turned down jobs because of me, Dot sent one of her human pets to pick me up. They brought me in for a come-to-Jesus meeting. Laid it down that I was holding Lex back from “higher purposes” and “greater financial reward.” I’d better “rethink my relationship parameters” with Lex Leopold. Dot would “do the thinking” for me.

      “Or what?” I’d stupidly asked.

      She had given me a taste of the “or what.” Cuffed me with a mammoth paw. Slammed me to the ground. Almost knocked out my tooth.

      “You think I don’t know where you are at all times? You think I don’t know who your daddy is? Who your momma was? I know you, Finley Goodhart. Have your relationship or what-have-you with Lex Leopold, but keep your damn mouth out of my business.”

      I turned my thoughts from my teeth and back to Dot’s current state of mind. I needed her mellow.

      “You’re right. Penny kept a good head. She made careful choices,” I said. Not always legal or ethical choices. But Penny fended for herself. “I want to know about this fiancé.”

      “Don’t know him. I heard she met him at some hookup.”

      “Hookup? Like on Tinder?”

      “You think a rich man needs Tinder?” She reconsidered. “Not for finding a wife, anyway. No, like a match service. But not online. They meet in person because they’re serious. Like on those reality shows, but it’s not a reality show. High level business-types. Those folks who don’t have time to meet a date and aren’t so good at dating anyway, so the service creates opportunities for them to hook up.”

      “How would Penny get into a service like that? They must screen.”

      Dot chuckled. “Depends who’s running it.”

      “What do you mean?” My voice had sharpened. I caught myself. “The dating service is a front?” That sounded more like Penny.

      “You got to wonder, don’t you, how a face like Penny got into some millionaire matchmaking digs.”

      “Penny was good looking, young, and smart. She played the face well. Maybe she wasn’t really engaged. Maybe she was working and got in some trouble.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      “That’s what I’m wondering.”

      “I know a guy who knows a dude.” Dot never dropped names. “Dude likes his Korean BBQ. You know up in Doraville-Chamblee? Buford Highway.”

      “There’s a lot of Korean BBQ in Chamblee. Along with every other kind of Asian cuisine.”

      “That’s his normal hangout.” Dot nodded. “But there’s a few Asian places in Midtown, too. Where these techie dudes like to eat.”

      “Your dude knows Penny’s fiancé? From a restaurant?”

      “He’s not my dude. I know somebody who knows him. And he might be an outside man. If the match place is a hustle. Which I’m not saying it is.”

      “Right,” I said. “A Korean guy? You think he’ll meet with me?”

      Dot shrugged “I don’t know where his grandpa was born. He likes Korean food is all. It’s good stuff. You know the Bibimbap? I like it spicy. They got this chili paste that’ll rip through your sinuses.”

      I swallowed the urge to lose my patience. “If I wanted to meet this man, where should I go and when?”

      “I’ll let you know.” Dot smiled wide. Her even, white teeth gleamed. “But that’s a favor now, ain’t it.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek.

      “You know, Dot.” Lex edged next to me. “I’m doing you a favor as well. Perhaps my favor for Fin’s would be a fair exchange. What do you say?”

      “Forget it.” I wasn’t owing somebody like Dot, and I didn’t want Lex’s favors on my conscience. I’d finally freed myself from the grift. I wasn’t going down that road again. “I’ll figure this out myself.”

      “What you going to do?” Dot chuckled. “Visit every Korean restaurant, hoping you run into the right dude? You gonna offend someone, Finley.”

      I pressed my lips together. I’d go to the funeral, talk to the fiancé myself. But I didn’t want Dot muscling in. Or Lex.

      Lex’s eyebrows quivered, but he remained silent.

      “Thank you for your time and information,” I said. “If you open the gate, I’ll mosey on home. Y’all tend to your business.”

      Dot laughed. “Suit yourself, country girl. You wanna walk in this neighborhood, help yourself.”
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      I made it to a bus stop without incident. I’d learned a thing or two since running away at seventeen. Understanding the Atlanta bus network was more difficult than walking through rough neighborhoods, but I’d gotten it down. Knew where to change. Knew where to grab a lift without costing me an arm and a leg.

      Finding the funeral would be trickier. People like Penny didn’t have funerals. Likely why it hadn’t occurred to Dot. If the fiancé was legit, he’d probably do something. But what was I going to do? Call every funeral home in the Atlanta telephone directory? Exactly. And I didn’t want Lex tracing my Googling. I wasn’t sure if he could, but it seemed like something he would do.

      Luckily, I knew some people, too. Real people. People who knew about funerals.

      Bev Talmadge had worked the ER at Grady Memorial Hospital with Mom. Downtown Atlanta. I grew up listening to stories about gunshot wounds, tail lights, and full-moon crazies. Now Bev had an easier job at one of the local Piedmont Hospitals. Bev knew my deal. Knew what had happened. Didn’t blame me too much. She’d know how to find a funeral.

      Plus, Bev still liked the graveyard shift. Late was never too late. I put in a call. Got through all the “Fin, honey,” questions about my current situation and got down to the heart.

      “I have this friend, Penny Forbes. Had, I guess. She was a little twisted, but good people. Brought into a local ER, DOA. Heroin overdose. She wasn’t a user, so that’s my concern.”

      “Fin, honey. I’m sorry,” said Bev. “You just don’t know about some people. It can happen on the first time, too.”

      “The thing is, her momma’s a junkie. Penny grew up around meth heads and all that. Child Services would yank Penny out, then give her back until they’d find out her momma couldn’t stay clean. Got caught in that cycle until she was about fourteen. Penny was smart. Swore up and down she’d never have anything to do with drugs.”

      Bev sighed. She’d heard those stories plenty of times. And knew the statistics.

      “Anyway,” I said. “I just heard about Penny. She was engaged. I think there’ll be a funeral but don’t know where. Can you help?”

      “Since we know her name, it shouldn’t be that hard to find out which hospital. The funeral might be in the paper.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said. “Who would advertise an overdose?”

      Bev snorted. “It’s not an ad, Fin, it’s a funeral announcement. They don’t have to list the cause of death.”

      “But Penny didn’t know the kind of people who attend funerals.”

      “The funeral is for the bereaved. If there’s an announcement, it’s for the fiancé’s folks. But if I find out which hospital admitted her, I can find out where they took her.” Bev paused. “Fin, honey. After this funeral, why don’t you come see me? It’d do me some good to see your face. Marian—”

      “Sure thing, Bev,” I said quickly. “And thanks for checking on this for me.”

      I got to work, scanning The AJC-Online for funeral announcements. The Atlanta Journal Constitution covered Atlanta but also had sections for the metro-area counties. The search didn’t take long. Penny was given a three-liner in the Sunday obits. Beloved fiancée. No funeral. A celebration of life at a country club and private interment instead.

      Penny had certainly moved on up. Too rich for a funeral.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I wasn’t sure what to wear to a celebration of life. Figured basic black was safe. The country club was on the north side of Atlanta. No bus service, so I had to Uber. Just as well, since I’d Goodwill-shopped for a new dress and heels. I’d pulled my long hair into a chignon. Went heavy on the makeup. Kept on a pair of knock-off sunglasses that even fooled the Fendi sales rep at Nordstrom’s.

      My diamonds weren’t real, either. But my boobs were, so I figured I had one up on most of the gals at this event.

      The celebration of life looked a lot like a cocktail party. A blown-up photo of Penny and the fiancé on an easel. A table with flowers and more pictures. I scanned the guest book but didn’t sign. Snagged a glass of wine and a cheese straw. Meandered the room. I nibbled and sipped. Smiled and nodded. Ignored the looks from the businessmen. Also from their trophy girls. The businesswomen didn’t cut me a glance. Didn’t hear much mention of Penny. But I hadn’t found the fiancé yet, either. Seemed most of these folks worked for the same tech company as the fiancé, Mark Davis.

      Lots of money in the room. My toes curled in my heels. I could barely contain myself from licking my lips. Money meant greed. Greed meant easy hustles from people who’d be too embarrassed to report the con, since the hustle meant they were willing to bend the law themselves.

      That’s what I loved about a con. Sticking it to some rich jerk who wanted to pad his wallet the easy way and thought they were important enough to be above the law.

      Also, the money. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t like the money.

      And partnering with Lex. He’d made it fun. Lex had turned me out. Elevated the stakes to long cons. Penny had given me my first taste. She taught me the art of hustling pool. Quick-change. Pigeon-drop. Fiddle scam. And our teenage favorite, the bar bill scam. Grifting was as bad as any drug.

      But that was all behind me. I was here to find out what happened to Penny, then get out.

      A hand palmed my elbow. “Hello, love.”

      I spun toward the voice and glowered at Lex. “What—” I knew what he was doing here. “I don’t need your help, Lex.”

      “Of course.” He gave me an appreciative once-over. “I like the dress. Makes good use of your legs. And you’re wearing my diamonds. Feeling sentimental? Or feeling the itch?”

      “Just trying to dress for the occasion, you know.”

      “Dressing the part always came naturally to you. Feels like old times in here, it does.” He smoothed a non-existent wrinkle on his Armani jacket. “A celebration of life. Champagne nights and caviar dreams for our Penny. She would have had a right laugh at that.”

      “Particularly because of the way she died,” I said sullenly. “Like a cheap hooker. Not especially caviar worthy.”

      “Speaking of caviar,” said Lex. “There’s someone I want you to meet. The fiancé. Mark Davis.”

      “What else do you know?”

      “This is his father’s club. But Mark’s VP of sales at his firm. High tech.”

      “How long was he with Penny?”

      “Three, four months. Quick engagement.”

      “Penny knew how to work fast.”

      “So cynical, Fin. Maybe she found love.”

      “Right, and then died of an overdose?” I lowered my voice. “I want to know where they met. This matchmaking service. She must have been working on the inside. Penny would never have gone for this.” My lip curled at the crowd of bow ties and botox.

      “You never know, love. Maybe, like you, Penny got tired of the grift. Wanted to settle down.” Lex sounded wistful. I gave him a sharp look and he shrugged. “She’d be on easy street here. That’s the dream, right?”

      I didn’t know what the dream was. Surviving the night with more money than you began, maybe. Didn’t take long for the romance to wear off when you’re grifting. “I wasn’t tired, Lex. Conning people, even rich assholes, is wrong. A scam’s a scam.”

      “Truer words never spoken.”

      This was old ground. I moved on. “So, Mark Davis. Family’s the country club type, he’s a sales guy. Young to be VP, so he’s been working his tail off or he knew the right people to climb over.”

      “You got it.” Lex circled an arm around my waist and leaned into my ear. “And by the way, his father is on the superior court.”

      I froze. “He’s a judge? Penny was engaged to a guy whose father’s a judge?”

      “Penny was as convincing as anyone.” Lex drew me closer. “Although that’s a risk I was surprised she’d take.”

      “She would have vetted the vic. No way she’d hustle a judge’s kid.”

      “Maybe it’s all legit.”

      I pushed away. “I don’t believe it. Let me get a feel for this guy.”

      “Right.” Lex smirked. “What do you say? Elizabeth Ann and Carter?”

      “They’ll do.” Figured he’d choose those roles. Elizabeth Ann and Carter were a couple. Sometimes engaged. Sometimes married. Sometimes recently dating. Whatever we needed for the situation. Elizabeth Ann ran the gamut of hair color and professions. Carter, too. But they were always on the level. Chumps.

      Lex turned toward a passing waiter. Placed my glass on his tray. We strolled toward the far end of the room. I kept my stride long, pacing him. Hung a half-step back as we approached a young man. Clean shaven. Bow tie. Impeccably tailored suit. His expression was distant. Suitable for mourning. But also preoccupied. His thoughts elsewhere. Maybe with Penny. Maybe somewhere else.

      Could this guy get his hands on heroin? Anybody with money could get their hands on anything. It’s all in the connections. Who did he know?

      Behind him stood an older couple. He had gone gray. She was still blonde. Both in dark suits. Bow tie and suspenders beneath his jacket. She had on pearls. Watching their son. Watching us. Watching the room.

      Not just money. Old Southern money. I could tell by the accessories. I wondered what they thought about the dead fiancée. Lucky break for them?

      A judge would know where to obtain heroin. All he needed was a sketchy cop.

      Like my father.

      I banished that thought. Ran a tongue over my teeth in a lipstick check. Formed a sympathetic smile. Said my “nice to meet you” and “so sorry for your loss.”

      “Damn shame.” Lex could do a Southern accent better than a homegrown Georgian. “So young. Penny was a real sweetheart, wasn’t she, Elizabeth Ann?”

      “The best. Penny and I were college roommates.” I studied Mark Davis’s reaction, wondering what he really knew about Penny. “I was hoping to meet you, Mark. Before…”

      Mark shoved his hands in his pockets. “Penny would have liked that.”

      “Penny and I had lost touch until recently.” The sadness in my voice was real. “It was my fault. Carter and I have had our ups and downs. Penny knew that. Unfortunately, after our last breakup, I took some time off to gather my thoughts and ignored all my old friends in the process.”

      “Don’t blame yourself, Elizabeth Ann.” Lex took my hand and squeezed. “The news about Penny brought us back together. It’s certainly helped me to reexamine what’s important.”

      I leveled a look at Lex. “That’s sweet of you, Carter.”

      “Where did y’all meet, Mark?” said Lex. “Elizabeth Ann forgot to tell me.”

      Mark shifted his stance. Glanced away. “Kind of a Match.com but in person. Platinum Partners.”

      I filed that away, also noting his body language. Defensive. Nervous. Deflecting. “It’s so hard to meet people these days. You shouldn’t be embarrassed.”

      “I guess so.” Mark ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I don’t know.”

      “Elizabeth Ann and I met on Facebook,” said Lex. “We had mutual friends and kept liking the same memes.”

      I cut him glance to say, “Really?”
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