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Chapter 1

 


 


Nine p.m. Eighty-seven degrees. The 747
emptied slowly. Those in business class were allowed through while
the jumbo jet’s coach passengers were still fumbling bags from the
overhead bins, gathering personal items from seat pockets, and
attempting to stretch legs that were horribly cramped from the
seventeen hour flight. Paris, London, Phoenix.

Amber allowed the good-looking flight
attendant to pull her new Louis Vuitton bag from the bin and
flashed him a smile of thanks as he set it on the floor for her.
Looping the strap of her messenger bag across her body, she
followed a business-suited man with gray hair as he descended the
stairs toward the jetway. Traversing a couple of long corridors,
she felt her muscles stretch pleasantly by the time a final
escalator deposited her in the International Arrivals Hall at Sky
Harbor. Home.

She approached a kiosk and tapped the screen
to answer the prompts, scanned her passport, and received her
immigration slip. Customs would review her declaration form, she
knew. Considering the trip had started as business, she’d certainly
made the most of the last few days in Paris. After all, what was
the point of spending fifty hours a week at a desk in a downtown
high-rise if a girl couldn’t splurge a little of her six-figure
salary on gifts for her friends back home? She waited behind the
red mark on the floor for the next officer to wave her over.

The gray-haired businessman was ahead of her
and he breezed through with no more than a half-minute’s
conversation at the desk.

Amber waited for the immigration officer’s
signal, then wheeled her bag along as she stepped up and handed him
her passport and declaration form.

“Amber Zeckis?” he said, eyeing her papers
and flashing a glance at her face, comparing. “How long were you in
Paris?”

“Five days. Before that, London and
Amsterdam.”

“Business or pleasure?”

“Business in London and Amsterdam. I work for
Blackwell-Gorse Tech, based here in Phoenix. The Paris portion of
the trip was vacation.”

“Anything to declare?” He repeated the usual
items—alcohol, cigarettes, cash over ten thousand dollars …

She indicated the list she’d written out on
the plane. “It’s all there. I’m sure I owe some duties.”

“Collect your luggage then step over to
Window 3.” He gave a vague wave to his left.

She knew the drill. Her large blue suitcase
had seen a lot of travel and was a little worse for wear, unlike
the new carry-on bag Cody had bought for her. She felt her mouth
curve in a smile as she tugged both pieces toward Window 3. Cody.
Wow. Fun days. Would she hear from him soon? He’d tried to get on
the same return flight but that hadn’t worked out. He would be
along within a day, he’d promised.

Her mind was still on her new boyfriend—his
neatly styled chestnut hair, green eyes behind dark framed glasses,
his trim body—as she approached the customs official, hoping this
would go quickly. The time difference was beginning to tell; her
limbs felt draggy, her brain fuzzy. She hefted both bags to the
inspection table and reached into her purse for her wallet. She’d
already calculated that she would need several hundred more than
she had in cash.

The officer, a weary-looking woman in her
forties whose name badge simply said Abbott, glanced over the list.
“Looks like you hit the high-end stores. Mind if I take a
look?”

Whether Amber minded or not, Abbott began
unzipping the larger of the bags. After she flipped through
shopping bags from Hermes, Chanel, and Tiffany, she unzipped the
new purple Louis Vuitton with the distinctive logo in orange.

“The bag is new, too.”

“Yes, ma’am. It was a gift, and I understand
I’ll need to pay duty.”

Abbott was mauling the packets of specialty
foods from Harrods. A puzzled expression crossed her face, and she
began tapping the bottom of the case with a fingernail. She found
the edge of the cloth liner and pulled it up.

“What’s this …?”

Amber looked up from her wallet where she’d
been fumbling for the credit card. Before she knew what was
happening, Abbott had signaled another official, a guy who looked
about eight feet tall and wasn’t wearing a smile.

“We’ll need you to come with us, ma’am,” he
said, closing and picking up both of Amber’s bags effortlessly, and
turning toward a door that seemed to blend into the wall behind
him. Abbott was right with him, carrying Amber’s passport and
declaration form.

“What’s the matter? What’s this about?” Amber
asked, hurrying to match her steps to his gigantic stride.

“Just step inside,” Abbott said, standing
aside to let Amber follow the tall guy. The moment they were inside
the room, the door clicked shut with a dreadfully final sound.


Chapter 2

 


 


Gracie Nelson pulled into her suburban
Phoenix driveway, happy to see lights on in both of her teens’
bedrooms as well as the usual glow from the kitchen and family
room. She couldn’t wait to get out of the navy blue business suit
and heels she’d worn for her presentation at the Rotary Club
meeting and to let her shoulder-length hair out of the tight bun. A
pair of cotton shorts and a tank top would feel so good right about
now, especially if Scott would hand her a beer and massage her
shoulders as they settled on their big sectional sofa.

She’d no sooner stepped inside the front door
when her phone rang. She pulled it from her jacket pocket and
peered at the screen. Amber? Wow, it had been months since she’d
heard from her younger friend.

“Hey girl, what’s up?” Gracie said, setting
her briefcase on the console table near the door.

“Gracie—I need help.” Stress, fear,
borderline tears.

“Amber, what’s wrong, sweetie?”

There followed some babble about the airport
and a giant of a customs agent and some money that Amber didn’t
know about.

“Calm down a second, Amber. You need to tell
me exactly where you are.”

Gracie jotted a few words on the back of an
envelope on the table. Her husband walked up beside her, a
questioning look on his face.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can, Amber. Just
hold tight.”

“Problems?” Scott never asked for details
when it included Gracie’s group of women friends.

“You gathered that was Amber. I have no idea
what’s going on but she’s really scared. Airport officials have
detained her. I’d better get down there and see if I can help.
Hopefully, it’s some kind of simple mix-up.”

He gave her a kiss and turned her toward the
front door. “At least you’re dressed like you mean business.”

She sent him a weak smile and didn’t mention
how much she’d wanted to get into comfy clothing and snuggle for an
hour or so before bedtime.

Back in the car she debated calling the
others—Pen, Sandy, and Mary. But it was already after ten p.m. and
Amber’s little emergency could turn out to be something minor. If
she was in the Customs area at the airport, she must have come in
from an international flight. No doubt she was exhausted, and most
likely what seemed like a disaster now would be nothing tomorrow in
the light of day. Their youngest member had probably called Gracie
because she lived closest to the airport, and maybe because Amber
had been the Nelson’s family babysitter back in her college days.
The girl felt a closeness to Gracie that the others didn’t share.
It was as simple as that.

She hoped.

She found parking in the East Economy lot,
rode the Sky Train to Terminal 4, the largest at the vast airport,
and went to an information desk. There was no point in going to the
greeters’ area for incoming international flights—she would never
get past security to the inner sanctum where only ticketed
passengers could be. She would need an escort.

It took some talking, including dropping the
name of the customs officer Amber had mentioned in her string of
nearly incoherent words—an Abbott—but she finally had a uniformed
TSA agent at her side. They took an elevator to another level, went
through a keypad-guarded door, and traversed a corridor behind the
scenes, the kind with exposed ductwork and pipes.

When she walked into the room where Amber
waited (and yes, there actually was a gigantic uniformed agent),
Gracie’s young friend burst into tears. Her curly hair was wilder
than ever, dark smudges showed under her eyes, and her cotton
slacks were rumpled.

“What’s going on here?” Gracie addressed the
agent with the name badge Abbott.

“Are you representing Ms. Zeckis?” Abbott
asked.

Sort of … The woman hadn’t actually
asked if she was an attorney.

“Your client is being detained for giving a
false customs declaration.”

“False, in what way?” Gracie stood a little
taller in her heels and hoped her business suit still looked
somewhat fresh.

“Failure to declare more than $10,000 in cash
among her personal effects.”

Amber sputtered but Gracie put out a hand to
quiet her.

“How much more?”

Abbott stepped over to a new-looking carry-on
bag and raised a flap to reveal neatly banded packets of hundred
dollar bills. Gracie did a quick count of the packets—it was a
hundred thousand dollars. She felt her eyes widen and her breath
whoosh out, but she quickly caught herself.

“It’s not illegal to carry large amounts of
cash.”

“No, but it is illegal not to declare
it.”

Gracie fumbled for a second. “Sorry, this
isn’t my specialty. So, what happens next?”

“We confiscate the money and start an
investigation. If it’s determined that your client is transporting
cash obtained through illegal activities, there can be fines and
imprisonment.”

“What!?” Amber sprang to life once again. “I
didn’t even know it was in there.”

Abbott gave her a withering look, meaning
that’s what they all say.

“I’m serious. I had no idea. I
was getting out my credit card to pay duty on some scarves and
perfume. Would I have done that if I could have just pulled out a
couple of those?” Amber said with a glance toward the stacks of
bills.

Gracie turned to her and whispered, “It’s
better if you don’t say anything right now. We’ll get this figured
out.”

Turning back to the customs agents, she said,
“Has the money been fingerprinted? Unless you can do that right
now, there is nothing to tie Ms. Zeckis to this cash.”

“Not exactly true, ma’am. It’s in her
possession. Until this is straightened out, she’ll remain in
custody.”

As if to prove the agent’s point, the door to
the small room opened. A middle-aged man in a rumpled suit entered,
followed by a uniformed Phoenix PD officer. Abbott indicated Amber
with a nod of her head, and the officer stepped over with
handcuffs. The suited man presented his badge and informed them he
was a detective with the major crimes division. From an inner
pocket he pulled several plastic bags with red Evidence tape across
the tops.

“All of this goes into evidence, at least
until we figure out what’s related to the crime and what’s not.”
With a look toward Amber he added, “You’ll get your personal items
back.”

“Where are you taking her?” Gracie demanded,
hating the desperate sound in her voice. A real lawyer would be so
much cooler under pressure.

“She’ll be questioned downtown. Probably
booked and held at the station on First Avenue. You can go there
for your allowed attorney/client meetings. Wait until morning,
though. Nothing much will happen tonight.”

And with that, Amber was taken away in
handcuffs. Gracie stood there, numb, clearly dismissed, as the
detective and the customs officers counted out the stacks of money
and put them in a bag. The designer suitcase was shoved into
another large plastic bag. She was about to turn and leave when it
occurred to her to get the detective’s business card. Mark
Howard.

She stumbled from the tiny room into the
bustle of the Arrivals hall and walked numbly toward the exit.


Chapter 3

 


 


“Why didn’t you call us last night?” Penelope
Fitzpatrick, the Heist Ladies senior member and the reason the
women had banded together in the first place, seemed a little put
out with Gracie. It didn’t mean her chin-length gray hair was
ruffled or her trim black slacks had a wrinkle.

“It was late, I was taken completely by
surprise when the cops came in with handcuffs.” Gracie had called
the Heist Ladies together in her living room as soon as her kids
had left for school.

“It’s all right,” Sandy Warner hastened to
assure her. “We know now, and we need to decide what to do.”

Gracie had lain awake all night, pondering
that very question. What to do? This was the first time one of
their team had been arrested. Usually, it was the five of them
against a real criminal.

Mary Holbrook piped up. “Amber has been there
for each of us, no matter how silly our needs might have seemed. My
ex, really? All of you jumped right in to help me that time.”

“First, we must secure proper legal counsel,”
Pen said. “Not to undermine your efforts last evening, Gracie. I’m
sure you were brilliant.”

“I was terrified. I walked in there as a
friend, offering to give a friend a ride home. How was I to know
they would assume I was her attorney?”

Mary Holbrook laughed out loud, her spiky
white-blonde hair catching the light. “I can just picture it.”

“I propose that I contact Benton and get a
referral.” Benton Case was a retired district attorney, a close
friend of Pen’s who still had a lot of connections in Arizona
courts and politics.

“That’s excellent,” Sandy said. “We also need
to let her parents know what’s going on.”

Gracie grimaced. “I should do that since I
know them fairly well. Edward will want to jump in and take charge.
Rich people are like that. No offense, Pen. It’s just his way, from
working with everyone from movie makers, to investment sharks, to
gurus in that ashram where they lived for a while.” She noted
puzzled looks around the room.

“That’s another thing that puzzles me about
what’s going on with Amber,” Gracie continued. “She has traveled
internationally since she was a little kid. They lived in Paris
when she was a child. She knows the drill, and she surely knew it
would be stupid to try to smuggle in that kind of cash.”

“And Amber is anything but stupid,” Sandy
agreed. “The girl is brilliant.”

“It’s what got her that plum job at
Blackwell-Gorse.” Mary looked a little wistful. “I’ve missed her
since she took that job.”

Nods all around. Amber had been with the mega
corporation headquartered in downtown Phoenix since the first of
the year, and in these ten months the group had been all together
only a handful of times. All they really knew of her new career was
that she was doing what she loved best, something to do with
computer technology that was difficult enough to challenge her; it
paid enough that she’d moved from her tiny digs near the university
into an upscale condo in Scottsdale; she traveled fairly often with
the job.

Pen had her phone out already, and her call
to Benton went right through. Once she’d quickly recapped the
nature of the legal emergency, her end of the conversation
consisted of nods, the occasional “all right” and a quick note
scribbled on a page from Gracie’s kitchen scratchpad.

“He will make the call,” she reported.
“Mariah Kowzlowski is a tiger, in his words, with a
reputation for taking the sorts of cases where she shines at
protecting her cubs. She’s got experience in criminal court and
with the US Customs Service, and she owes him a favor.”

“She sounds perfect.”

“He will ask her to meet with Amber this
morning, and he feels fairly certain Ms. Kowzlowski can get her
released.”

Gracie let out a pent-up breath. “I hope so.
I couldn’t think of anything else all night but our little Amber,
cold and lonely in a cell somewhere.”

“It’s ninety-four degrees already,” Mary
pointed out. “Doubtful she’s cold.”

“And knowing Amber, she’s bewitched a guard
into bringing her extra breakfast and, while he had his back
turned, she’s figured out the keypad code to the cell door.” Sandy
said it with a grin that showed off her dimples.

A nervous chuckle went through the group.

Gracie cleared her throat. “Okay, well, then.
I guess I’m up. I don’t look forward to telling her parents about
this, but—”

“Then don’t,” Mary said. “Yes, they’ll need
to know sometime, but it’s really up to Amber to inform them, don’t
you think?”

“I don’t want Amber to think I didn’t do
everything I could to help.”

“The best help will be this tiger of an
attorney,” Pen said.

As if by telepathy, Pen’s phone rang.
Recognizing the number Benton had just given her, she grabbed
it.

“Ms. Kozlowski, thank you for calling.” She
put the phone on speaker so the others could hear.

“Ms. Fitzpatrick. Benton Case says you’re my
contact regarding this new client, Amber Zeckis.” The voice hinted
at a lifetime of cigarettes and a New Jersey upbringing.

“That’s fine. Amber is a dear friend. I am
quite confident in saying any charges against her are completely
false.”

Gracie wondered if Pen intentionally played
up her proper British accent in situations like this.

“Doesn’t matter. My job is to get her out of
jail and do my best to keep her out. I can go downtown and meet
with her at eleven. She’ll need a ride home after that. You
planning on being there?”

“Absolutely. I can bring several friends as
character witnesses.”

“Not today. This is just for me to find out
what evidence they have and convince them she’s not a flight
risk.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Pen assured the
lawyer.

The call went dead and Pen looked up at the
others.

“Well, I’m going along anyway,” Gracie said.
“Amber called me last night and I don’t want her to think I’m
skipping out.”

“I’d go, but I really need to take over for
Billy at the gym,” Mary said. “My women’s self-defense class is
this morning.” Her equally athletic business partner was super
accommodating of Mary’s outside interests—up to a point.

Sandy shook her head. “If I don’t get to the
bank this morning, they’ll wonder if I’m still their manager. There
are only so many dental appointments I can legitimately claim.” She
stood and smoothed the pale blue blouse that brought out the color
of her eyes and complimented her light skin and blonde hair.

“It’s fine,” Gracie said. “You heard the
lawyer. I have a feeling we’d catch some flak if we all showed up
anyway.”

Pen added, “Besides, until we know more, it
might be smart for some of us to remain behind the scenes.”

They all knew what she meant. In previous
cases, the Heist Ladies had used alternate identities and disguises
to track down their quarry. And one thing was certain. Amber had
somehow been set up, which meant someone was out there. Someone
who’d better watch out because the Ladies were on the trail.


Chapter 4

 


 


The downtown main police station bustled with
activity, the lobby filled with civilians—about half of whom looked
as if they knew what they were doing and where they were expected
to go. Gracie spotted Pen and joined her at the edge of the
crowd.

“Two minutes to eleven,” Pen said. “Seems a
popular time of day here.”

Gracie chuckled and glanced around the large
room, wondering if there actually was any less-popular time in a
place like this. She recognized Mariah Kowzlowski—she’d looked up
her law firm and the lawyer’s profile online before they left home.
The heavyset woman with her severe charcoal gray suit and
dyed-too-dark hair would never win any fashion awards, but she had
a no-nonsense build and a stern bulldog expression that probably
made young prosecutors cringe. Pen and Gracie approached.

“I spoke to you on the phone about our
friend, Amber Zeckis,” Pen said.

“Oh, right.” Kowzlowski glanced at her
wristwatch. It was now precisely eleven o’clock. “I’ll have time
for a quick consult alone with my new client and then we’ll see
what the authorities have to say. I assume you’ll be around for a
half hour or so?”

She didn’t wait for an answer, merely turned
toward the duty desk and signed in. Gracie watched as the lawyer
was buzzed through a doorway and disappeared. An officer appeared
and made an announcement about jailhouse visiting hours, and a
number of the people followed him through a separate door and down
a corridor. With most of the crowd gone, Pen and Gracie found seats
on benches along one wall.

“I’m itching to know what’s going on in
there,” Gracie said.

“For research on one of my novels, Benton
once allowed me to sit in the observation room adjacent to an
interrogation,” Pen offered. “They turn off the microphones when
the client and attorney are in there alone, then most likely an
officer or two will come in and begin the questioning. If they feel
an arrest is imminent, someone from the prosecutor’s office may
come along.”

Gracie closed her eyes, trying not to imagine
poor little Amber being grilled about the money. At least she had
Kowzlowski on her side. The lawyer didn’t seem like she would take
any guff from anyone. Thirty minutes ticked by in what felt like
two hours.

Finally, Mariah Kowzlowski emerged. The three
moved to a relatively quiet corner. “They’re letting her out,
partially on my recognizance, partly because one of the detectives
has a wife who’s a big fan of a certain movie made by an Edward
Zeckis. Amber’s dad, I gather.”

“Really? I mean … that’s great,” Gracie
said.

“They confiscated her passport and she’s
under orders not to leave Maricopa County.”

Gracie made a face. The terms might not sit
well with Amber or her parents.

“Hey, she’s lucky not to be stuck inside
while they dig around for evidence,” Kowzlowski said. “Anyway,
there’s some paperwork and then they’ll send her out here. I’ve
gotta get back to my office.”

“Gracie will give her a ride home,” Pen
said.

Gracie nodded and watched the attorney leave
the building. She’d spotted Mark Howard, the detective who’d been
at the airport last night, heading toward the elevators.

“I’ll meet you in a minute,” she told Pen as
she dashed to catch the cop.

“Detective Howard,” Gracie called out, just
as he was about to press the elevator button.

He turned. It took no more than a split
second before recognition dawned. “You must be pleased. Your client
got what she wanted.”

Gracie wasn’t sure how to read the look on
his face. “First of all, she’s a friend, not a client. The customs
officials were mistaken.”

“I know. I just wondered whether you were
going to admit it to me.”

She forced herself not to grit her teeth. He
would notice.

“Tell me this,” she said, stalling Howard
from leaving. “Why would she be coming back into the US with the
cash on her? If she took the money and got away, why
wouldn’t she just stay away? It doesn’t make sense.”

His cocky smile took a dip. “We’re still
working the case. There are reasons for everything, and it’s my job
to uncover them.”

“But—”

“Everything will come out later, when there’s
a trial. I’m afraid I can’t discuss it with you. Good day.”


Chapter 5

 


 


Amber sank into the well-worn seat in
Gracie’s minivan with a groan.

“You need sleep,” Gracie said, starting the
vehicle and making her way out of the downtown parking garage.

“I need sleep.” The past two days had become
a blur—the long international flight, the ordeal at Customs, the
night in jail and the surreal quality of the police station and
jail.

The woman attorney, someone she’d never seen
before in her life, scared her a little. She’d had no problem being
assertive with the detective—the same one who’d showed up last
night at the airport. He seemed all business, not antagonistic but
not giving an inch either. At least the lawyer had pushed forward
to getting Amber released. There were a ton of questions she would
need to ask later.

“Don’t nod off on me just yet,” Gracie said.
“I know basically where your condo is, but I’m going to need
directions once we get close.”

“Um hm, that’s good.” Amber’s eyes closed as
they entered the ramp for the 101 Loop.

Two seconds later, even though the dashboard
clock showed twenty minutes had gone by, Gracie tapped her
shoulder. “We’re at the intersection of Goldwater and Scottsdale
Road. Now what?”

Amber rubbed her eyes and forced herself to
look around. “Take a left.” She gave instructions for a series of
turns, including a final one onto a down-sloping driveway that led
to an underground parking garage. The automatic arm rose and Gracie
made the turns through the gloomy lot, ending up at a space marked
Visitors.

“The elevator is over here. Sixth floor.”
Amber pointed. “I guess the bright side is I have no luggage to
haul inside.”

She felt her voice crack a little at the
realization that everything she’d brought back from Europe was
gone—the gifts she’d chosen for her friends, the cool new suitcase
from Cody. She had her messenger bag with the company computer she
was sworn to guard with her life, and her phone. At least her
photos would be on there. She hoped. Her passport was gone, but the
cops had been definite about that. She wasn’t to leave the
county.

“Want me to come up with you?” Gracie
asked.

“Please. I just need some reassurance that
the world is normal. It means so much to me that you and Pen came
this morning.” Again, that tight feeling in her throat as she
pressed the elevator button marked 6.

“We got together earlier,” Gracie said. “All
of us. We want to help you figure this out.”

“That cop—he’s not going to do anything to
prove my innocence, is he?”

“It’s his job to find a crime and a suspect
and to arrest them. I get the feeling he thinks he’s on that
path.”

“And my lawyer? Who is she?”

“Pen found her through Benton. Don’t worry.
She’s gruff but she’s supposed to be really good.”

The elevator stopped and they got out and
walked down a long corridor of plain brown doors, like the interior
hallway of an expensive but unimpressive hotel.

“Hey, she got me out of there. I can learn to
love her.” Fumbling through her bag she came up with a key and
opened the door of number 6023. “You haven’t been here yet? Gosh, I
can’t believe I never had everyone over for a housewarming or
anything. My job consumed every moment, I guess.”

“It’s okay. We’re here for you, all together
again.”

They walked into a tiny foyer which opened
into a spacious living room. Gracie noted a long white sofa that
faced a wall of windows, with Camelback Mountain in the distance.
There were two side chairs and a wall-mounted TV on the north wall.
Ahead, sat the small dining table for two that had served as
Amber’s desk in the old apartment; it stood adjacent to a spacious
kitchen done in all the latest granite and stainless steel. A
narrow balcony opened off the dining area, revealing lush outdoor
plantings maintained by the condo association, along with the
balconies of more than a dozen other condos that faced the cool
inner courtyard.

“I’ve used one stove burner for my tea
kettle,” Amber said, with a wave to her left, “and the microwave.
Kind of lame, huh, that I don’t use a fantastic kitchen like
this.”

“I get it,” Gracie said. “Careers like yours
can eat up a lot of your time.”

“It’s not just that,” Amber told her. “I
could work from home, at least a few days a week, but I’ve just
never taken the time to make this place home yet.”

“You will. You know, a few touches like
pillows and some art. A few little conveniences and comfort
pieces—you’ll get the place feeling as if you’ve lived here
forever.”

Amber yawned. “Someday.”

“Hey, I’m going to let you get some sleep. If
you crawl in bed right now, you’ll feel a lot better by dinner
time. How about if I bring food and come back with the rest of the
ladies? Seven-ish?”

Amber nodded, leaving Gracie to let herself
out. She walked down the short hall from the dining area, bypassing
the empty bedroom she’d planned as her home office one day, if she
ever got things organized. A guest bathroom opened on the left, an
equally sterile space where she’d done no more than hang a couple
of towels. Gracie was right—she needed to begin adding the personal
touches that would make this a home.

The second, larger bedroom was hers, and here
she had splurged on a top-of-the-line bed and chic furniture that
had appealed to her the moment she saw it in the showroom. The
climate-controlled condo allowed her to heap on a thick comforter
and a couple of angora throws, despite the outside heat. It was the
one room where those comfort touches Gracie had mentioned were
already in evidence.

She dropped her purse on the dresser, pulling
out her phone and checking messages. Only one—her mother, wondering
if the flight had arrived on time. Nothing from Cody, which sent a
little frisson of worry through her. She fired off a quick text to
her mother, promising a call later, and one to the new boyfriend:
Everything okay? Did you catch your
flight?

Then she walked into her en suite bathroom
and peeled off her travel-worn clothing, dropping everything into
the hamper and turning up the shower as hot as she could stand it.
Fifteen minutes and liberal amounts of body wash and shampoo
carried away the physical residue of the past forty-eight
hours.

With one final glance at her phone screen (no
messages), she crawled between her bamboo sheets and went dead to
the world until her eyes fluttered open and she realized the room
was in twilight. Six o’clock, according to her phone. If she caught
the parents during their nightly cocktail hour, the news she had to
impart might go better.

As for reaching Cody, there was no point in
trying now. If he was still in Europe it was the wee hours of the
morning, and she knew—from body-tingling experience—that he slept
so soundly he’d never hear his phone. It would be at least four
hours before she could reach him—maybe more, if he was on a plane
right now.

“This is ridiculous,” she said out loud.
“I’ve never been the girl who sat by the phone, pining away. Let
him call me.”

She ignored the pang that went through her
and ordered Siri to “Call parents.”

“Hey, baby!” came her father’s booming voice.
“How was the trip?”

Before she could think of the best way to
respond, her mother’s softer voice with its hints of her Black
Caribbean heritage came through. “Hi, honey. Did you get some sleep
on the plane?”

Amber physically tilted the corners of her
mouth upward, hoping a smile would come through in her voice. She
couldn’t avoid the subject she didn’t want to broach; her father
could read her like a book.

“Well, the trip was mostly great. No, I
didn’t get any sleep on the plane, so I have some catching up to
do, and by the way they stopped me at Customs with some shocking
news.”

“What’s that?” Of course, Dad would be the
one to pick up the negative. She felt her resolve crumble.

“Oh, Daddy …” The story spilled out, starting
with the moment that officer, Abbott, had discovered the hidden
cash in her bag. There was no way to soften it and no way her
father wasn’t going to lead her through a series of
what-happened-next questions. All too soon, they knew of her
detainment and the investigation.

“We’ll be on the next plane,” Edward Zeckis
announced with finality.

“There’s nothing—”

“Amber, listen to your dad. We’ll come. He
can check out this attorney they assigned you, and I’ll bring my
healing crystals to give you an energy cleansing treatment.”

Amber felt her eyes roll. There was
absolutely no point arguing with the Greek tycoon and the Caribbean
shaman.

“At least wait and get a morning flight. I’m
going to eat a bite and then fall right back to sleep.” The
half-truth gave her a twelve-hour reprieve.


Chapter 6

 


 


Gracie spent a productive afternoon, first
contacting Pen, Sandy, and Mary. All were eager to help Amber in
whatever way they could.

“Her place isn’t easy to find and that
parking garage is a nightmare to navigate, so if you don’t mind
carpooling in the minivan …”

They met at six-thirty in the parking lot of
Desert Trust Bank, Sandy’s place of employment. Mary brought an
assortment of Thai food in takeout boxes, which she’d picked up on
her way; Sandy and Pen carried several overstuffed shopping bags
with mysterious gifts; Gracie had left her family to fend for
themselves with the help of two large pepperoni pizzas.

At 6:45 they were rolling into the
underground parking garage and Gracie (after only two wrong turns)
managed to find the correct section of the building and an
available visitor parking slot. Amber buzzed them up to the sixth
floor and met them at her door.

“Well, I have to say, you look a hundred
percent more perky than you did a few hours ago,” Gracie said,
pulling their young friend into a hug.

“Thanks. Other than the fact that my parents
are coming in the morning, I feel pretty great too.”

“Oh, honey,” Mary said, “you’ll be glad to
see them when they get here.” She held up the food containers and
Amber led the way toward the kitchen.

“I know. At least I told them everything up
front. Dad will have tonight to marshal his forces, and Mom can
pack a bunch of cleansing herbs and all that woo-woo stuff she
believes in.”

“Let’s eat,” suggested Pen, “and then—there
are presents!”

“Mostly, we want to figure out how we can
help,” Sandy told Amber. She draped an arm across the younger
woman’s shoulders.

Amber squinted and shook off the emotion
prickling at her eyes. “Yes, food will be good. I’m definitely at a
low energy point, as my mom would say.”

Mary and Gracie took charge in the kitchen,
warming the food and locating plates.

“We can take everything to the living room,”
Amber said. “Afraid my two dinky dining chairs won’t cut it.”

“At least we can put one of the gifts to use
right away,” Pen said, holding up bags. Out came two bottles of
wine and a set of crystal glasses. “Rinse the glassware, Gracie,
and we shall be all set.”

They settled around the coffee table and
toasted to Amber’s new home and the fact that the five were
together for the first time in months.

“Okay, I’m dying of curiosity,” Mary said,
pausing between bites of her pad Thai. “Other than the ending, how
was the trip? I caught tidbits about Paris, Amsterdam, London …
What the hey?”

Amber pushed rice around on her plate with
her chopsticks. “Well, it started out as business. B-G—um,
Blackwell-Gorse sent me, along with a couple of their sales reps.
We called on customers who are contemplating massive expansion in
their tech offerings, so the sales team was there to put the glitz
on it all. I was sent along in case there were technical questions
and to demonstrate some of our capabilities.”

“Sounds fun,” Sandy said.

“Challenging, at times, but yeah, it was
cool. We landed in London and spent two days with a big client
there, then it was on to Amsterdam for a week and meetings with two
more potential accounts.”

“And Paris? How did that figure in?”

Amber blushed slightly. “Well, there’s this
guy …”

Smiles and nods all around.

“He works in Paris. We ‘met’ at an online
symposium a few weeks ago during a class on the introduction of
blockchain technology into the current modes of supply … Well, you
don’t care about that. Anyway, we kept turning up in the same live
chat rooms and group discussions, so he asked if he could privately
message me. And he did, and we started getting more personal …”

“What’s his name?” Gracie piped up,
smiling.

“Cody Brennan. Anyway, the more we talked
about where we worked and what we do in our jobs, it was really
obvious we had a lot in common. So when I mentioned the trip for
B-G, he suggested I come to Paris, where he lives.”

Pen smiled and raised her glass once
more.

“Anyway, I took some vacation days and well …
it was fun. In person he’s so much better looking than in his
photos, and well, you know. He just had a way about him. He’s a fun
guy and he knows the city, which I barely remembered from when I
was a kid there. So we did the touristy things, but we also hit a
lot of quiet little spots. Did some shopping, ate some fantastic
meals. Each evening he brought me a single pink rose.”

“Aww …” Mary grinned.

Amber blushed. “Yeah, fun, romantic
touches.”

Gracie spoke up. “You said something last
night about him coming here?”

“Right. That’s the cool thing. He was due
some vacation time, too, so he wanted to come to Phoenix so we
could spend some more time together. He’s American, raised on the
east coast. I think his parents still live there. He didn’t mention
his mom much, but his dad, for sure. Cody talked about him some.
So, he checked into getting on the same flight I was on, but it was
full. He said he could get on another one in a couple of days.”

“You mean he could be calling almost any
time? Arriving here?”

“I hope so. I mean, I don’t know. I don’t
have a flight number for him, and he might have ended up on standby
or something …”

“Do you think you’re ready for him to meet
your parents?” Mary asked.

“Uh, I’m thinking not yet. I didn’t mention
him to them, and with this new trouble … I think I’d better keep
those two things in different compartments for now. Dad wants to
meet Mariah Kowzlowski. Knowing him, he’ll size her up, check out
her record on cases won, and hire someone else if he doesn’t like
what he finds.”

“I guess this brings up the difficult
subject,” Sandy said.

“The elephant in the room.” Amber said it
with a little laugh. “I know you’re all curious about what
happened.”

“Well, Gracie filled us in on the parts she
knew,” Sandy said. “But I still don’t really understand it. You had
a carry-on bag with cash in it?”

“Cash that I’d never seen before. I hope they
fingerprint the bundles and prove that.”

“That would be a good first step,” Pen said,
“although a shrewd prosecutor is going to say you wore gloves when
you handled it.”

“We need more,” Sandy said. She paused,
chopsticks in mid-air. “Look at me. Here I am, assuming we’ll work
on this ourselves.”

“I believe we most definitely should,” Pen
told them. “Right now, who is in Amber’s corner? The attorney,
certainly, but she will be looking at whatever evidence the police
collect and then she’ll attempt to contradict or disprove it. But
I’m not certain she’ll put a private investigator on the case. It’s
a chance I don’t think we can take.”

“And Amber’s own resources could be limited.
I mean, the order not to leave Maricopa County basically pins you
down to the metro area. If the trail leads elsewhere, you’ll need
us on your team, especially if the evidence is to be found in
another country.”

“Are you trying to sell me on the idea of
accepting your help?” Amber asked. “Because you know there’s no one
in the world I trust more than the four of you.”


Chapter 7

 


 


Amber rolled over in bed, tempted to pull the
pillow over her head to drown out the pesky buzz of some irritating
insect. Then she recognized the noise for what it was—her intercom,
signaling a visitor. Really? At … 7:36 a.m.? A voice came through,
faint in the distance from the front door to the bedroom, but
distinct.

“Amber, aren’t you there?” Her mother,
sounding worried.

My god, they’d said an early flight, but
seriously?

She rolled to the edge of her wonderfully
comfy mattress, wishing she could pretend she’d slept through the
buzzing. Running her fingers through the tangles of her wildly
curly hair, she padded through the dining room and pushed the
intercom button.

“Mom? You’re here already?”

“Our flight left Albuquerque at 5:43,” said
her father’s voice. “Didn’t you get our texts?”

She sighed and pressed the button to allow
access to the elevator. In the two minutes before they would be at
her door, there wasn’t much she could do to appear ready to welcome
guests. Peering at her reflection in the glossy window on her
microwave, she tried to make some order of her hair and rubbed the
grains of sleep from her eyes. Her sleep shorts and tank top would
have to do—it wasn’t as if her parents hadn’t seen her scantily
dressed on a few occasions.

She’d pulled out a box of assorted K-cup
flavors and was reaching for clean mugs from
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