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Dedication

This book is dedicated to past mistakes and
all the heartaches that came with them, as well as to future joys
and all the heartaches that will come with them.


 Chapter 1

One Friday Evening

Even though Sweetann Holt hardly ever used
her luggage, she knew what it looked like of course, and knew
immediately that the suitcase standing at the end of the bed in her
brother’s guest room wasn’t hers.

After a thin dinner of probably only two
hundred calories that she was sure Natalie had prepared to show her
how to eat properly, Sweetann had gone up to the room that she
would use for the weekend. She had some red licorice stashed,
knowing that it’d come in handy while under her sister-in-law’s
watchful eye.

But when she saw where Richard had put her
suitcase, she knew it wasn’t hers. She looked at it, frowned, then
being the efficient working single mom that she was, automatically
began to calculate all the implications: 1. Where was her suitcase?
2. When was she going to get it back? 3. Who was going to find it
and return it for her? 4. Was this going to mess up her weekend? 5.
Was there anything in it that she couldn’t live without? Besides,
of course, the red licorice.

Sweetann decided that she could buy a few
extra pairs of undies and a toothbrush. She didn’t need much for
the two days she’d be in Los Angeles. This snafu didn’t have to
ruin their weekend. Or worse, consume the weekend.

The weekend was already being consumed by
the news that their parents had died with more debt than assets.
Sweetann had counted on at least a little inheritance to help her
over her current financial situation.

She intended to investigate very carefully
the numbers that Richard had given her. She didn’t trust Richard’s
wife—if anybody could loot their parents’ estate and justify it, it
would be Natalie, but spineless Richard would stand right next to
her while she did it.

Confident that the news about the suitcase
was not terribly bad, she went out and stood at the top of the
stairs.

“I’m sorry, but I think we have a little
problem,” she announced to Natalie and Richard, who were sitting on
their silk chenille sofa sipping their expensive after-dinner wine.
They both looked up at her.

“This isn’t my suitcase.”

“No,” Richard said, disbelief on his face.
“I picked up the wrong suitcase?”

Sweetann shrugged. “Looks like.”

He took the stairs two at a time, and
breezed past her into the bedroom. Natalie gave her an exasperated
“Men!” look, smiled, then got up and slowly ascended the stairs.
Natalie moved like a model, skinny as an x-ray, something that had
always annoyed Sweetann, and annoyed her all over again. Natalie
always looked lithe and feline, something Sweetann would never
be.

“I’m sure I’ve got anything you need,” she
purred as she passed Sweetann. But Sweetann knew that she’d never
fit into any of Natalie’s size one clothes, and Sweetann knew that
Natalie knew it, too.

Sweetann curled her lip, said a quiet
“Thanks,” then followed her into the bedroom to join in the
discussion of remedy.

Sweetann had tried—really tried—for the
whole ten years of Richard’s marriage to get over the envy she held
for Natalie’s style, but hadn’t accomplished it yet. Sweetann felt
short, stocky and low-class next to Natalie, although she knew she
was none of those things.

“You’re sure?” Richard asked as he looked
over the suitcase. “This isn’t the one you pointed at?”

“Mine is pretty much like this one,”
Sweetann said. “And a million others.”

Richard lifted it and set it on the bed.
Plain black. Wheels. Heavy. “You’re sure.”

Sweetann smiled indulgently. “Mine has a big
blue name tag from the travel agency. This one doesn’t even have an
airline claim check.”

“Well, we’ll just go back to the airport and
get yours,” Richard said.

The zippers had a blue plastic security tab
tying them together. “Give me your pocket knife, Richard,” Natalie
said, and held out her hand.

Reluctantly, knowing there was no arguing
with Natalie, he pulled his pen knife from his pocket, sliced
through the plastic tabs and unzipped the suitcase. Natalie flipped
the top open.

Sweetann heard herself gasp. Then she heard
Natalie gasp. She couldn’t believe what she thought she’d seen, but
by the time she elbowed her way past Natalie to take a good look, a
solid look, a serious look, Richard had closed the suitcase and
zipped it. “This goes back to the airport right now,” he said.

The three of them stared at the closed
suitcase as if struck dumb.

Natalie was the first to awaken. “Wait,” she
said, putting a finely-manicured hand on Richard’s arm. “I think we
should talk about this.”

“Nope,” Richard said. “No discussion. This
is trouble. I don’t want any trouble.”

“It’s already trouble,” Natalie said.
“Taking another look can’t be any more trouble.” She looked to
Sweetann, who nodded, moved in front of Richard, unzipped the top
and opened the heavy case.

Sweetann had never seen anything like it. It
scared her and it thrilled her. All sorts of possibilities flew
through her mind. It could be the answer to so many questions, so
many problems, so many situations.

It could be the answer to her prayers.

It could mean a real future. It could mean a
decent college for Nicky.

Hell, it could mean a real present,
never mind a future. She’d been counting on a little inheritance
from her folks, spending it on long-neglected necessities before
she had it in hand, and now there was no inheritance, thanks to
what she suspected were Richard and Natalie’s shenanigans.

She had put herself into serious financial
trouble, which gave her dark dreams of faceless people chasing her
down deserted streets. At times, she couldn’t look Nicky in the
eye, especially when there was some extra charge for something he
wanted to do at school and she didn’t have the cash. She clung to
her job with a desperation that nobody should ever have to feel,
knowing she would do anything they asked, if they just would not
fire her. She rotated the bills she could not pay so that
everything was paid at least once every three months, but knew that
was going to come to a screeching halt some time soon. Very soon.
Someone was going to get grumpy and mess up her system, and her
whole fragile house of cards would crash.

She had no idea who or what was going to
save them, but she felt certain that somehow, someway, something
would come along.

And now, out of the blue, it appeared as
though something had.

Five minutes later, they were sitting in the
living room again, leaning in toward each other conspiratorially.
The suitcase, closed and locked, stood sentinel at the foot of the
guest room bed where Richard had originally set it.

“Well, we’re keeping it,” Natalie said. “And
that’s all there is to that.”

“No,” Richard said, but it was clear to
Sweetann that he could be persuaded. Sweetann had never been
entirely certain who wore the pants in this family.

“Well,” Sweetann said. “If we’re going to
keep it, we’re going to have to get moving.”

“Moving?” Natalie said.

“Snap out of it, kids,” Sweetann said.
“Whoever got my suitcase instead of that one isn’t going to be very
happy with old K-Mart underwear and discount deodorant.” Sweetann
surprised herself with this little speech. But it was clear that
the sight of the interior of that suitcase had put Richard and
Natalie into some kind of a trance.

“She’s right,” Richard said, looking at his
wife. “The suitcase goes back. I don’t want any trouble.”

“We’re keeping it,” Natalie said. “Let’s
just get moving.” She looked at Sweetann. “What’s the plan?”

Sweetann almost laughed out loud. They were
suddenly co-conspirators and she was the one with the brains.
Natalie might be the one with the looks, faded though they were
rapidly becoming, but Sweetann had the brains and that wasn’t
likely to change. “Let’s empty the suitcase,” she said, “fill it
full of old clothes and take it back to the airport, say we got the
wrong case, exchange it for the right one, and we’ll be on our
way.”

“Nope,” Richard said. “There are bad guys
involved here—seriously bad bad guys—” he looked at each of
them to make certain they got his message “—and they would never
swallow such a story. Besides, that suitcase has no claim check on
it. This has got to have something to do with airport employees.
Smugglers. The Mob.”

“How do you know that?” Natalie asked.
“Maybe the claim check just fell off.”

“Are you kidding me? Did you see what was
inside of it?” He looked at Sweetann. “I pulled it right off the
luggage carousel. I thought it was the one you pointed at before
you left for the ladies’ room.” He shook his head. “Somebody made a
big mistake here, and somebody is going to have to pay for it.”

“Not us,” Natalie said. “I’m not paying for
their criminal incompetence.”

“Okay, then. We go back to the airport right
now,” Sweetann said, pleased to be in the spotlight. She discovered
that she liked the new role of Mastermind. “We pick up my suitcase
with the claim check. If anybody asks, we say we didn’t want to
wait for the baggage, so we went out for dinner and are just coming
now to pick it up. But nobody will ask; it’s none of their
business.”

“And what about the suitcase upstairs?”
Richard asked.

“Never saw it,” Sweetann answered.

“Perfect,” Natalie said, jumping to her
feet. “C’mon, let’s go.”

~~~

The baggage claim area at the airport was
fairly deserted when they got there. Sweetann and Richard left
Natalie in the car in the short term parking lot and went
inside.

Sweetann’s heart was beating so hard she was
panting. She knew her cheeks were red with excitement, and hoped
she didn’t look like she was trying to get away with something. She
had never been good at poker.

She stepped up to the baggage claim counter,
pulled out her ticket jacket with the claim stapled inside and when
the jumpsuited attendant came over to her, she said, “I’d like to
pick up my bag.” She pointed behind the desk to her bag, sitting
among a half dozen others. “That black one, with the big blue ID
tag.”

The attendant took her claim check and
compared it, then hauled the black bag out and set it on the floor.
“Thanks,” Sweetann said. Richard pulled out the handle and wheeled
it out to the car.

“That was easy,” he said under his breath,
but a backward glance as they went through the automatic doors gave
Sweetann something to worry about.

The baggage attendant was watching them
go.

She shouldn’t have looked back. She should
never have looked back.

Dammit.

~~~

“We did it!” Natalie whirled in the kitchen
when they got back to the house. “We got away with it!” She headed
straight to the bottle of wine on the counter and pulled out the
cork.

“We haven’t gotten away with anything yet,”
Richard said, taking the bottle from her.

A look passed between them that Sweetann
understood. Natalie was trying to control her drinking. She said
she wanted a baby—although Sweetann couldn’t imagine Natalie
changing a diaper—and was limiting herself to an unnatural one
glass of wine per day. It was a struggle. She’d been in and out of
AA for years, but the best she could do was to keep from poisoning
herself while she waited for conception.

Sweetann picked up the kitchen telephone and
dialed her house in Seattle. It rang four times and then she heard
Nicky’s voice. It made her smile.

“Hello?”

“Hi, sweetie.”

“Hi, Mom.”

“I made it to your Uncle Richard and Aunt
Natalie’s. Were you sleeping?”

“No, the phone rang a while ago. Woke me
up.”

“Oh?” That was odd. Her social life didn’t
include a lot of phone calls, especially not this late on a Friday
night.

She felt Richard and Natalie’s eyes on her,
and resisted the impulse to turn away from them. “Who called?”

“Some guy you work with. William.”

Sweetann didn’t work with anyone named
William. Someone from Human Resources, calling to say she was fired
and that she could pick up her final paycheck on Monday morning?
“William?” she said, the fear of HR replaced by the fear of a
faceless mob guy who was missing a suitcase. “What did he
want?”

“He wanted to talk to you, said it was
important. I told him you were at Uncle Richard’s.”

Protective feelings for her ten-year-old son
began to burble and churn. “Did you give him the phone number
here?”

“Yeah.”

“Good boy. Are you all ready for
tomorrow?”

“Sort of. I’m still learning my lines.”

“You’ll be great. It’s past your bedtime
now, I want you to go to bed and be all rested up for the
rehearsal. Let me talk with Charlotte.”

“Okay. I love you, Mom.”

“Love you too, sweetie. I’ll see you Sunday
night.”

“Okay.”

A fumble of the phone and Charlotte’s
teenage voice came on. “Hello?”

“Hi, Charlotte.”

“Oh hi, Mrs. Holt.”

“Charlotte, I just wanted you to make sure
you know that if anything suspicious happens, you lock yourself and
Nicky in one of the upstairs bedrooms and call 911. Don’t fool
around, okay?”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Charlotte
said. “Couldn’t I just call my mom?”

“Of course,” Sweetann said. “We just haven’t
talked about emergency procedures for a while, and well, this is
the first time I’ve been gone a whole weekend. I just want to make
sure you know what to do if anything happens.”

“Okay. Don’t worry.”

“I won’t. Just use your good common
sense.”

“Okay.”

“See you Sunday night.”

Sweetann wasn’t at all sure that Charlotte
got the message or that she had good common sense. Homesickness
punched her in the chest and she wanted to run home right then to
Nicky, but she couldn’t do that. Not if they were going to keep
that suitcase. If they were going to keep that suitcase—and what
was in it—she couldn’t do anything out of the ordinary.

And keeping that suitcase was her ticket out
of the hand-to-mouth, semi-poverty, escalating, insurmountable debt
that Scotty had left her with when he took off nine years ago.

She hung up the phone, then went to the
living room where Richard had deposited her real suitcase. She lay
it down on the floor, ripped out the plastic security locks,
unzipped it, and flipped open the top.

It all looked exactly as it had when she
packed it. On top of it was the slip of paper with blue print that
the airport security people always left.

She pulled her address book out of the side
pocket and opened it. Right in the front cover, of course, was her
name, address and phone number, in case she ever lost it.

And Richard and Natalie’s address and phone
number were in it, too.

“Time for a family meeting,” she said.

Natalie stood next to her, chewing on a
cuticle. Richard was on the telephone.

“Who’s Richard talking to?” Sweetann
asked.

Natalie shrugged.

“We’re in too deep already,” Sweetann said.
She wished Natalie were huggable; she could use a hug. But she and
Natalie had never even touched that Sweetann could remember.
Natalie just remained distant. Sweetann had tried to make Natalie a
sister, but there was some type of invisible barrier to closeness
that surrounded Natalie. She stayed aloof, like she thought of
herself as an exhibit. Natalie was to be admired but never
touched.

They sat on the couch, looking at Sweetann’s
cheap clothes, waiting for Richard.

Sweetann stuck out a toe and flipped the top
closed. She didn’t want Natalie to look at her threadbare
underwear.

Eventually, Richard came around the corner
smiling. “Lorenzo’s coming over,” he announced as if that were
something that would make everybody smile.

The news tugged on Sweetann’s heart in a
conflicting way. She was hoping to see Lorenzo while here, hoping
for a little romance in fact, but Richard must be insane to bring
Lorenzo into this. On the other hand, maybe something like this
could bind them together, make Lorenzo notice her.

Really notice her.

“Oh, Richard,” Natalie said with
disappointment in her voice. “Why Lorenzo?”

Sweetann looked at Natalie in surprise. She
always thought Natalie liked Lorenzo, but dismay was clearly
written on Natalie’s face.

“Because he’s a sleazebag, honey,” Richard
said, “and he can help us. Trust me on this one. Lorenzo is
exactly what we need here.”

Sweetann’s face flushed. She had been
attracted to Lorenzo from the first moment she met him several
years ago at one of Richard and Natalie’s famous barbecues. Now how
could she pursue him, knowing how Richard and Natalie felt about
him?

Worse yet, how could she be attracted to a
sleazebag?

Was Lorenzo a sleazebag?

She had never thought so.

“You should have conferred with us before
bringing someone else in on this,” Natalie said. “That’s another
division of the... the....”

“I have a feeling there will be plenty to go
around,” Richard said.

“Sit down, Richard,” Sweetann said. “We’ve
got trouble already. Lorenzo is the least of our worries.”

She brought them up to speed on the
“William” who had called the house. She searched their faces for
the expected look of horror that Nicky might be in danger. Sweetann
wanted Richard to call a halt to the entire process before it went
one second further in order to protect the young and innocent.

“Nobody is going to hurt Nick,” Natalie said
as if she were an authority about these things, her voice calm and
cool as usual. Sweetann always thought of Natalie as beige. Beige
hair, beige house, beige husband, beige voice. She even wore beige
perfume. The house reeked of it, a perfume with no real scent.
“They don’t want him. If this William person wants the suitcase, he
wants the suitcase. Not a little boy.” Not even a flicker of a
concern for Sweetann’s son. “It was probably someone from work,
just like he said.”

What did Natalie know about what airport
criminals did or did not want?

Natalie and Richard had no parental
instincts at all. Giving them a baby would be the worst possible
sentence for any child.

“Really, Sweetann,” Richard said. “TSA goes
through everybody’s baggage. That doesn’t mean anything. And isn’t
there somebody you work with named William? Bill? Will?
Willie?”

Bill Porter, Sweetann remembered with
a pinprick of hope. Bill Porter said he wanted to come by and
see Nicky’s old bedroom furniture. Nicky was ready for something a
little more sophisticated than a race car bed.

“Regardless,” Sweetann said, daring to feel
a little better. “We’ve got to be smart, and we’ve got to be fast.
They could be watching us already, so we’ve got to act as if
everything is as normal and ordinary as possible. We’ve got to take
care of business—everything—by the time my flight leaves on
Sunday afternoon.”

“Lorenzo is the key,” Richard said. “We can
be normal, and Lorenzo can be off-the-wall, as always. He’s the one
who will have to do all the dirty work. I don’t know how to do that
stuff.”

Natalie nodded. She looked at Sweetann and
nodded again. Sweetann nodded back, staring at Natalie. Sweetann
wanted her share, she wanted it bad, but she felt her heart
hardening against her brother and his wife. She would never forgive
either one of them for not once even suggesting that Nicky’s safety
was more important than the contents of that suitcase.

They’d see this thing through, as insane as
it suddenly was, and then Sweetann would have her say. Now that
their parents were dead, perhaps there would be no further reason
to keep in touch.

Richard gave Natalie a little nudge. “Make a
pot of coffee, hon,” he said.

Sweetann looked up the stairs toward the
open bedroom door. Her attention was drawn there as if that
suitcase had its own gravitational system.

She and Natalie stood up at the same time.
“I’m going to go upstairs,” Sweetann said.

Natalie walked around the coffee table,
giving Richard a look Sweetann wished she hadn’t seen. Richard
stood, too. “I’ll go with you,” he said.

Fury building, Sweetann led her chaperone up
the stairs.

The suitcase was exactly as they had left
it. Richard opened it. Everything was undisturbed.

“We’re going to have to trust each other,”
Sweetann said.

Richard flushed as if caught red-handed.
Blushing was a family trait, but Richard had the corner on
spinelessness. “Of course,” he said, and Sweetann knew it wasn’t
Richard who didn’t trust. Richard was fairly trustworthy, but
Sweetann had known since the first moment she’d met Natalie that
Natalie was not to be trusted at all.

And those who cannot be trusted do not trust
others.

As if Richard had learned how to make it all
better, he held out his arms and Sweetann accepted his hug. Natalie
was not Richard’s fault. He did well, just keeping his marriage
together. That was more than Sweetann had managed to do.

While Richard zipped the suitcase, Sweetann
pulled the shades. They had just started down the stairs together
when they heard Lorenzo’s Harley rumble up the drive.

Sweetann’s heart beat faster and she ducked
into the bathroom to check her teeth and face.

Her honey-colored hair showed a couple of
wiry gray hairs in the part. It was cut in a bobbed style that for
some reason seemed too young. She had nice light blue eyes, and at
thirty-one, the tiny wrinkles around them weren’t too deep or
prominent. Her body was nothing special—she didn’t have the tall,
lean statuesque bearing that Natalie had, but she wasn’t fat,
either. Just kind of average. Average. A little bottom heavy, but
mostly just average. That pretty much typified her, her life, her
lifestyle, her aspirations...there were worse things than being
average.

She dampened a towel and ran it under her
eyes to catch the smudges of mascara that had collected there over
the past fourteen or so hours, fluffed her hair, and checked her
teeth. She used some of the mouthwash that was in the medicine
cabinet, gargled, and spit as she heard Lorenzo’s deep voice in the
kitchen.

So what if he’s a scumbag? You’re not
going to marry the guy, she told herself in the mirror. And
who gives a shit what Natalie thinks, anyway?

Four years ago, when Lorenzo showed up
unannounced and apparently uninvited at Richard and Natalie’s
barbecue, he had long black hair, a full beard, and wore dirty
Levis and a ragged blue jean jacket. He had nervous eyes, and
wanted to talk privately with Richard.

A glimpse was all Sweetann got of him, but
there was something about him, something about those bright,
intense blue eyes amidst all that black hair that struck a
chord.

The next year, she and Nicky came down
again, and Lorenzo stopped by minus the beard. His jeans were
clean, and he wore a long-sleeved shirt. The haunted nervousness in
his eyes had disappeared.

When he showed up unannounced at her annual
trip two years ago, she began to believe that he was keeping track
of her visits. He seemed genuinely happy to see her, paid a nominal
amount of attention to Nicky, and they verged on some light
flirting.

Then last year, the flirting was full-bore.
Whatever changes Lorenzo was making in his life shone through those
piercing blue eyes that gave her chills whenever they looked
directly into hers. And he had that shy smile. He came into the
house, sat down next to her, put his arm around the back of the
sofa, and before she knew it, he was playing with her hair.

That was the type of thing that got the
attention of a celibate, divorced thirty-one-year-old with a
kid.

She hadn’t stopped thinking of him
since.

She adjusted her pink cotton sweater and
jeans, spritzed on some perfume that she found in the cabinet under
the sink, pronounced herself presentable, and went to meet the man
who had occupied her idle thoughts since the last time she had come
to LA.

She tried to bring Nicky with her every
year, but this year, she and Richard had business to take care of
with their parents’ estate, and this was the only time she could
get away. Nicky was in a school play and in the middle of
rehearsals, so he couldn’t leave. The only thing to do was to come
to LA by herself and leave Nicky with Charlotte for the
weekend.

She never thought that a weekend of great
sex would be in her future, although the possibility had crossed
her mind more than once, but now that she was here, and Lorenzo was
here, she was kind of glad Nicky was back in Seattle.

Lorenzo leaned against the refrigerator, a
Diet Coke in one hand, his long, leather-clad legs crossed at the
ankle. His dark hair was cut short, something Sweetann didn’t
expect, but it looked good, and accentuated that amazing dark blue
of his eyes. Freckles sprinkled across his nose, giving him a touch
of the young innocent look, charmingly incongruous with his attire
and his attitude.

“Sweets!” he said, and held out his
arms.

“Hi, Lorenzo,” she said, and melted into his
lanky warmth. He squeezed her a little too tight a little too long,
with Richard and Natalie’s eyes on her back, but it felt good, so
good she got a little dizzy. It had been a long time since she’d
had such a suggestive hug.

She told him with body language during that
long hug and shy grind that she could be available. He got the
message.

“You’re still adorable,” he said. “Where’s
Nicky?”

“Home,” she said, and tried to hide the grin
that came along with that one word.

“Good,” he whispered, and brushed his lips
across her forehead.

Face hot and flushed, she pulled back and
looked at the floor. She felt as though everybody was watching her
as she got a coffee cup from the cabinet and poured herself a full
one. “Coffee, anyone?” At Richard’s nod, she poured one for him.
Natalie poured herself a scotch, and looked Richard squarely and
defiantly in the eyes as she took the first swallow.

“Let’s go into the living room,” Richard
suggested, and moved in that direction. Natalie followed him, and
Lorenzo waited for Sweetann to go next, and he put a hand on the
small of her back as he followed.

It was a tiny gesture, but it ignited a
flame with great potential.

Relax, Sweetann counseled herself. There are
important things to do.

Natalie and Richard settled on the sofa,
Lorenzo collapsed into the easy chair and motioned for Sweetann to
sit on his lap. She touched him on the shoulder with a shy smile
and said, “No, we’ve got some serious talking to do first.”

He heard the “first” part and smiled. God,
he was gorgeous, with those flashing white teeth.

And he knew it.

There was something about that dark hair and
those dark blue eyes. Sweetann sat on a suede ottoman and put her
coffee cup carefully on a marble coaster.

“So?” Lorenzo said, then swigged his soda.
“What’s up?”

“What have you been doing lately?” Richard
asked.

A frown crossed lightly over Lorenzo’s face.
It seemed to Sweetann that Richard’s question had turned this
evening into a job interview. That was too many switches for her.
An hour ago, it had been the beginning of a pleasant weekend with
her brother and his wife, doing a little family business, signing
some legal papers, maybe taking in a movie or seeing some local
sights. Then the suitcase upstairs had brought intrigue and fear.
Then Lorenzo showed up and brought in and some serious sexual
interest. Now she was afraid she was about to smell the grilling of
Lorenzo’s flesh.

“This and that,” he said warily. “You know.
Paying the rent.”

“You clean?”

Lorenzo calmly set his Coke can on a
coaster, then unbuttoned his sleeves. With infuriating calmness,
never taking his eyes off Richard’s, he rolled his sleeves up and
showed everyone the silver injection and abscess scars that ran up
and down the inside of his forearms. Nothing fresh. “Six years
clean and sober, Richard,” he said. “I thought you knew that.”

“We’ve got a situation,” Sweetann said,
wanting to diffuse the situation.

“An opportunity,” Natalie said.

“We need you to be trustworthy and
reliable,” Richard said.

“Fine,” Lorenzo said evenly and without
malice as he buttoned his cuffs. “What’s up?”

Sweetann stood. “I’ll show you,” she said,
and held out her hand to him. She looked at Richard. “Time is of
the essence, you guys. We don’t know what they know.”

Lorenzo took her hand and stood.

She looked up at him. “Bad guys.”

Natalie and Richard sat on the couch
frowning at the two of them. “Okay,” Sweetann said. “Come on.
Chaperone us.”

Natalie jumped up, pulled Richard up, and
the four filed up the stairs to open the suitcase yet one more
time.

“Man oh man,” Lorenzo breathed when Richard
opened the suitcase. Instead of being afraid, or in awe, he reached
right in and pulled out a rubber-banded pack of hundred dollar
bills. “How many are here?”

“I don’t know,” Richard said. “None of us
has touched them.”

“Well, it won’t bite,” Lorenzo said, and
handed the pack to him. He picked up two others and handed one to
each of the women.

“How much?” Sweetann asked as she hefted the
bundle.

Lorenzo buzzed the end. “My guess is that
there’s about a hundred bills to a pack.” He stacked them on the
bed and did a quick count. “Fifty packs. Jeez. How much is
that?”

“Half a million,” Richard said.

“But that’s not the main attraction,”
Lorenzo said, and all eyes went back to the suitcase, to the six
tan brick-sized packages, wrapped in clear plastic. “That’s some
serious dope. There’s your real money, kids,” Lorenzo said.
He sat down on the bed. “Jesus Christ, I used to pray for a sight
like that. And now it scares the bejesus out of me.”

“What is it?” Sweetann asked.

“I don’t know,” Lorenzo said. “And I can’t
taste it to find out. Cocaine, I imagine. Or heroin. Some designer
drug, maybe. I don’t know. But I’ve been clean for six years, and
I’m not about to jeopardize that.”

“Can you sell it?” Natalie asked.

Lorenzo scoffed. “Sure. No problem with
that. Except that I’d go to prison for the rest of my life.”

“Let’s divide the money and flush the
drugs,” Sweetann said. “A hundred thousand dollars for each of us
is enough for one night’s work.”

“Let’s go downstairs and talk about it,”
Natalie said. But nobody moved. They all just stood there, staring
down at the contents of the open suitcase. Reluctantly, Richard
flipped the suitcase closed and they all looked up at each other as
if awakened.

“Powerful shit,” Lorenzo said, putting words
to the mesmerizing effect.

Richard zipped the suitcase and stood it
back in the corner of the room, then they all filed back
downstairs.

“Whoever lost this isn’t going to care if he
lost one brick or the whole fucking suitcase,” Lorenzo said as they
settled back in the living room. “He’s going to want it back and
he’s going to want it back bad. If we’re going to keep it, it’s got
to be worth our while. And there is definite risk. Oh yes, there is
risk.”

Sweetann saw how easily he threw that “we”
into the conversation. “We’re way over our heads here, guys,” she
said. “C’mon, let’s take it back to the airport.”

“No way,” Natalie said.

Lorenzo grinned at her. “You have no idea
what you’re messing with here, Natalie.”

“Well,” Richard said. “What do we do
now?”

Lorenzo smiled, a wicked smile, a smile that
made Sweetann’s parts hum. “I could use a cup of that coffee,” he
said.
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