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Prologue



Hailey

Nothing But Lies.

Thats the name of the bookstore I own fifty percent of, a name my business partner and I thought was cute since we sell only fiction. Little did we know it would also foreshadow events to come, events I hope we never have to experience again.

Lexie Muller is not only my business partner, shes my best friend. The bookstore is a large part of how we reconnected after twelve years, and to say Im glad we did is an understatement. My name is Hailey McGraw, and now that Ive hit the big three-oh, Ive come to know whats important in life. Good friends, good books, and the ability to admit when youre wrong.

I was wrong when I married my ex-husband, but thats another story. First, let me tell you how Lexie and I got together, and how we came to own a bookstore called Nothing But Lies. It all began on a day that started with me setting out to shop the pet store for a mate for my turtle, Speedy, and ended with Lexie and me finding a body

Lexie

Ive heard that going through divorce is a lot like losing someone who has died. I wouldnt know, since Ive never been married. I have lost loved ones, though, and by comparison I have to say that from where I stand, some divorces are not so much like death as they are a rebirth. At least thats the way it seemed for my best friend, Hailey McGraw, when her marriage became a statistic. She was like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon the day her divorce became final.

That was a day full of excitement, a day full of hope. A day we decided to celebrate not only her rebirth, but my thirtieth birthday. Hailey had hit that big milestone eight months before me, before wed met each other again by chance at a Miami bookstore. Who wouldve thought wed ever reach the big three-oh, back when we were in high school and full of eternal youth?
	
Ah, but I digress. What I really want to tell you is how Hailey and I hooked up again after being apart for twelve years, and how we came to discover that Party till you drop can have a whole new meaning than the one intended










One

Hailey



GOING OUT OF BUSINESS SALE.
 ALL BOOKS 50%75% OFF.

The sign in the window of Ginas Used Books snagged my attention the minute I pulled my pickup into the strip malls parking lot. Abandoning my original idea of going to the pet store, I instead headed straight for Ginas. Wind chimes tinkled above the door as I entered, and the smell of cinnamon and coffee wafted across the air-conditioned room. Gina knows how to make her customers feel special, and the thought of her going out of business was enough to put me in a state of panic. I counted on her to provide me with my weekly fix of romance and mystery novels, which Id purchased by the truckload from her since my high school days. And now that Id come back to Miami for good, Id expected to shop at her store once again. Who on earth would support my habit if Gina closed down?

Oh, sure, there was always Barnes & Noble, but there was something about Ginas store with its old-fashioned down-home charmsomething that wasnt found on every corner of the busy streets of Miamithat appealed to me. Ginas made me feel like my grandmother had just sat me down in a corner of her country log home with an afghan, a good book, and a cup of caf au lait. She couldnt go out of business! Not when Id just returned to Miami.

My long legs ate up ground as I strode over the mint-colored carpet, straight for the front counter. Desperate times called for desperate measures, and I needed to make Gina see reason. Id rally the customers around her, float her a loan, do whatever it took to keep her from shutting down my retreat, my solace, this store of my heart. Gina would listen to reason once I pointed out to her the ninety-nine reasons why she must stay open.

But before I could locate her, my gaze fell on a pretty black woman standing near the register as I approached the front counter. She was browsing a shelf of books on the display rack, and something about her profile jiggled my memory. She stood relaxed yet poised, as though she had not a care in the world, and as I drew close, she glanced at me, a polite smile curving her lips. Recognition registered in her expression at the exact moment a grin broke out on my own face.


Alexia Muller, my old high school friend. Wed become best buddies in eleventh grade, after shed rescued methe new kid from Sage Bend, Montanafrom a group of bullies, and wed grown closer as the years passed. But I hadnt seen her since Id left Miami.

Lexie?

Hailey!

We leapt at each other at the same time, only Lexies move was more of a glide. Unlike me, shes graceful, which I can only claim to be on the back of a horse. Shes so damned pretty its hard for strangers to see how down to earth she is at first glance. Lexies one of those women you want to hate, but cant help liking within five minutes of striking up a conversation with her. Me, I always admired her looks in a way that I hoped wasnt green-eyed monsterish. Hey, if youve got it, flaunt it, and Lexie had it going on. Id always loved hanging with her. She attracted men like ants to a picnic. And meI had enough cute in my mirror to keep at least some of them sitting on my side of the picnic blanket. Or so Lexie had always told me.

Girlfriend, what are you doing here? She held me at arms length, her five-foot-eight-inch frame balanced on a pair of cute melon-colored heels that brought her up to eye level to my five-ten.

I cant believe its really you! I squeezed her in a bear hug, not wanting to let go. God, it had been a long time. Too long. No one should ever give up their girlfriends for a mananother lesson Id learned the hard way when my ex had dragged me back to battle the wilds of Montana just days after our city hall wedding.

Are you living here again, or just on vacation?

I moved back six days ago, I said. My voice dropped to a serious tone. Dad died.

Genuine sympathy creased Lexies brow. Oh, hon, Im so sorry. She knew Id lost Mom years ago when we were seniors. Moms death was what made me give in to Travis when hed driven all the way to Miami to be with me for the funeral, then convinced me to marry him and go back to Montana. I hadnt had much in the way of family, and now it was just me and my sister, Bailey, and her three darling children from hell.

Thanks. I shrugged. It was unexpected. He found out he had cancer and three weeks later he was gone.

Oh. Lexie wrapped her arms around me and gave me a good long hug.

But Im okay, I insisted, pulling apart from her. And the last thing I want to do is get all weepy and emotional, so why dont we grab a cup of coffee and catch up?

Lexie smiled and pointed one neatly manicured fingernail at me. Youre on, girl.

I still wanted to talk to Gina, but that would have to wait. It wasnt every day you ran into your former best friend. And God, was it ever good to see Lexie again after all this time. I felt ashamed to have lost touch with her in the first place. But life has a way of interfering with your intentions, and these things happen.

Linking arms, we strolled to the corner of the shop where Gina had a little coffee stand set up, complete with an old-fashioned counter and six cushioned stools. You could order coffee in every flavor imaginable. Customers got one free refill, but heres the really amazing part: the complimentary fresh-baked cookies. Yes, Gina baked them herself. So you could cozy up with a book or a friend, drink specialty coffee, and eat free cookies. That perk alone kept people coming back to the store. Believe me, Id gotten a few extra pounds on my thighs because of itpounds Id managed to lose riding my horse. Id left my trusty little mare in Sage Bend with friends, and now I missed her. But finding Lexie again had me feeling certain Id made the right choice in coming back to Florida.

I spotted Gina chatting with a customer nearby and gave her a little wave as Lexie and I sat at the end of the counter. A girl who looked barely old enough to cross the street without her mother took our order. Then we settled in like old times, as if only twelve days rather than twelve years had passed between us.

So, what are you doing back here? Lexie asked without preamble. I thought you and your cowboy were riding the happy trails of Montana together.

I grimaced. He didnt turn out to be much of a cowboy, and the trails werent so happy.

Oh? Lexie arched one eyebrow and flicked her long, straight, cinnamon-colored hair over her shoulder.

He was more of a wannabe cowboy. I could outride him with my eyes closed!

Lexie laughed. No doubt, cowgirl.


And his ranch turned out to be a run-down double-wide in the middle of nowhere. We barely had electricity, and that wasnt the worst of it I went on to fill her in on the woes of my almost-twelve-year marriage to Travis Hillerman, whom Id met in my sophomore year of high school back in Sage Bend. Our whirlwind relationship began with too many tequilas snuck from the liquor cabinet of an unsuspecting parent of one of Traviss friends. One look into his eyes, the color of dark chocolate, fringed by lashes that wouldve been better justified on a woman, and I was a goner.

Then Mom got a job promotion that led to a transfer, and shed happily uprooted me, Dad, and Bailey to move to Miami. Travis and I had pined for each other, racking up long-distance bills and writing sappy love letterssince the Internet hadnt quite yet made its way to small-town Montana. Then Mom had died, Travis had come to her funeral, and before I knew it, Id found myself turning my back on all my friends, including Lexie. Id simply gotten hitched and left without so much as a second thought.

Something Id lived to regret.

Thank God there were no innocent children involved, which had been something Travis and I had fought over as well. Id wanted them, he hadnt. Now I was grateful that no young lives were flung into upheaval over our divorce, though a part of me ached deep inside as my proverbial biological clock ticked at what seemed to be warp speed most of the time.

My divorce became final on Wednesday, I finished.


Today was Friday. Id been a free woman, reborn, recapturing my maiden name for an entire forty-eight hours. I wondered if Eddie Murphy would be interested in starring in the movie version.

Lexie clinked her coffee mug against mine in toast. Here, here. I never did like Travis whats-his-name, anyway. Heres to being free of him.

We sipped our lattes. Lexie hadnt known Travis all that well, and I could only suspect that her real dislike for my ex had come from the fact that hed not only taken me away, but hed essentially taken my friendship away from her when Id married him.

Gina hurried over a moment later, her eyes narrowing as she looked at me. Hailey McGraw? Is that really you?

I beamed. Yes, maam.

Good Lord, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me hard. What are you doing back in town?

Trying to find myself. Briefly, I filled her in on Dads death and my divorce.

She patted my hand. Im sorry to hear youve had such a run of hard luck. But it sure is good to see you again, regardless of why youre back in town. And its good to see you too, Lexie, as always. She gave us both a warm smile. You girls let me know if you need a refill.

Gina hustled away to take care of another customer. I still wanted to talk to her about the bookstore, but I supposed it would have to wait.


So, what are you doing these days? Lexie asked. Jobwise, I mean.

Nothing. Dad left me a pretty decent nest egg, I said sadly. Id like to do something meaningful with it. I just havent decided what yet.

Concern streaked across her face. Any kids?

No! I exclaimed.

Dont sound so startled. Youre definitely the mothering type.

One dayhopefully. For now, I had Speedy to give lots of love.

With the right man, Lexie offered. Her warm expression made me feel better about the whole prospect. She was right.

And you? Im sure youve got a hot man, but I want to hear about your fabulous career. Because I know youve got one. Are you an actress, like you always wanted to be?

Well, Lexie began. Sort of.

You are an actress! I exclaimed, but tamped down on my excitement when I saw her wary expression. Whats the matter? You should be proud. Unless youre doing something crazy like I giggled at the thought suddenly floating in my mind. When she didnt smile, my eyebrows shot up. Oh, God, no. UnlessLexie, youre notI mean, you wouldnt

Do anything crazy like work in the porn business? she supplied in a lowered voice.

She didnt even blink, and my heart stopped. Lexie!


Hush, girl! Im not that insane. Nor that desperate to be a star. Its just that Im not exactly doing the kind of work I want or can be proud of. I guess you could call me the commercial queen.

She mimed twirling something in her hand, and instantly a lightbulb went off in my brain. Ohmygod! I stared at her. Youre the Twirly-Brush Girl! Every time I saw that commercial, I thought she looked like you!

She chuckled wryly. Yeah, well, Im her. And the Tidy Toilet Woman. And the Zippy Zipper Bag Mom. She shrugged. It pays pretty well, which is nice, but its not exactly my ideal career. Either I get calls for all these bimbo roles, which I dont want to do, or its commercials. At least commercials pay residuals.

I got ya. I heard the frustration in her voice, but still I was impressed. My friendthe commercial queen. How cool was that?

And what about that hot man? I asked a moment later.

Lexie held up her left hand and wiggled her fingers. No ring.

That doesnt mean

Yes, it does.

Well, that was shocking. With her looks, how could she not have a man? Contemplating just that, I reached for my latte on the counter. From the corner of my eye, I noticed a woman approaching the coffee bar. A big woman, and I dont mean fat! She was at least six feet tall, not counting her four-inch, ruby-red stiletto heels. And she filled out the dress she wore with as much pizzazz as Marilyn Monroe. It was short and sassy, and also red, flowing around the knees to add a delicate flavor to the definite sex appeal. My eyes went lower, taking in a set of legs that I couldnt help but envy. The woman was definitely stunning. Her long red hair was thick and beautiful, and went well with her pretty blue eyes and amazingly long eyelashes.

As the woman slid onto a stool a few seats away, she caught me staring and gave me a little wink. Embarrassed, I offered a quick smile and turned back to Lexie. Oh, God. I think she thought I was checking her out, I whispered. But I couldnt help staring. Its not often I see a woman taller than me. Do you think shes a model?

No. Lexie smirked as she leaned in close. But youll never guess who it is, she added in a singsong voice.

Some movie star? I asked. I wouldnt be surprised. I preferred old movies to contemporary ones, and didnt know many of todays young stars.

Remember Ginas nephew? Joey?

Joey Coletti? Oh, yeah. I chuckled at the memory of the kid whod had a huge crush on both of us when we were in high school. He used to follow us around like a lovesick puppy. What was he, about thirteen when we graduated?

About that.

I looked blankly at her. So, what? Is that his wife or something? Unobtrusively, I nodded toward the redhead. Youre not telling me that Joey married some big star!


Lexie pursed her lips, smothering a giggle. Honey, youve been away from Miami far too long. That, she said, also nodding in the redheads direction, is Josephine. AKA Joey.

I nearly got whiplash spinning my head around for a second look. Again, Joey/Josephine caught my eye and winked. My face flamed. I gave him/her a weak smile and hurriedly sipped my latte.

I took a moment to let the truth settle over me, then said in an excited hush, You have got to be kidding!

Nope.

I dont believe it.

Lexie arched a brow and kept her voice low as she said, I hear he likes to swing both ways, if you know what I mean.

I nearly choked on my drink. Good Lord! I had been in Montana too long.

Yeah, times have changed, Lexie went on. But this is Miami, where crazy shit happens.

A far cry from Sage Bend!

We both laughed.

I hear hes even dating a hot Cuban stripper.

I blinked. You said he. So, whatis Joey a cross-dresser or a transsexual?

Lexie leaned closer. Hes sort of midprocedure. Actually, Josephine prefers to be referred to as she. Shes had the breast implants but not the, shall we say, big oneif you know what I mean.

I cringed and held up one hand. TMI, girlfriend.


Joey was now a woman and was dating a stripper. Holy honkin horny toads!

I studied Josephine from the corner of my eye. She and Gina spoke for a moment, then Gina handed her a sack of cookies and a large latte to go. Josephine sauntered past us, a Fendi purse on one arm, the bag of cookies tucked under the other. Her fingernails curled around the large paper cup, long and polished to match her dress and shoes.

Ladies, she purred as she passed us by. Been a long time.

Not long enough! Yeah. My voice came out as a croak, so I cleared my throat. Nice to see you, JoeJosephine.

She winked at me again, then strutted her stuff out the door like she was on the catwalk.

The moment Josephine disappeared from the bookstore, Lexie bent over in a silent fit of giggles.

Shut up, I said. Its not funny.

I think heshestill has the hots for you. Woo, girl!

I couldnt help but laugh with her. What can I say? Ive still got it, even if Im not twenty-something anymore. I raised my latte in a self-toast, and Lexie shot me a grin that I remembered all too well. One that had often led us into trouble.

You know, I hate to admit this, but Im about to hit the big three-oh myself. She lowered her voice so as not to spread the news for the entire coffee counter to hear. On Monday. And I was thinking I ought to go out and have a little fun this weekend to celebrate.

Thats right. Your birthday. Im so bad at remembering dates. I leaned forward and squeezed her hand. Happy early birthday, babe.

Ah! You still do that!

Do what? I asked.

That thing with your nose. The bunny look.

Oh, you. I lightly swatted Lexies knee. She always liked to tease me about my upturned nose. Said that when I wrinkled it, it made me look like a little bunny. What could I say? Upturned noses run in my family.

Its still cute, Lexie assured me.

Thanks, I said wryly.

So what do you say? Lexie asked. Want to celebrate?

My nose?

No, silly. Lexie shook her head. My birthday. You only hit the big three-oh once. Not that its necessarily celebratory, but theres also your news. Youre a free woman now. I say we par-tay!

I say youre on! Lexies excitement was contagious, and I grinned. Turtle-shopping would have to wait for another day. So what do we do? Pick up a couple of wild men and hit the clubs? Are you sure youre not dating anyone? I asked, narrowing my eyes suspiciously. Even casually? It was just so hard to believe.

Im always dating casually, Lexie said. She blew onto her fingernails in a boastful gesture, then polished the nails on her shirt. Then she laughed. But who needs a man on the scene when we can have a whole parade of them? She wriggled her brows suggestively.

Are you thinking I chuckled. My mind was certainly in the gutter today, but that was the vibe I was getting. I leaned forward and whispered, A strip club?

Why not? Seeing Josephine made me remember that its been too long. She bit her bottom lip in a motion that said we deserved eye candy. Can you think of a better way to celebrate than naked men strutting their stuff at eye level?

Not one thing, I confirmed. I covered my mouth and blushed when I realized Id spoken with such enthusiasm. But you mean near-naked men, dont you? I think my voice rose on a hopeful note. It had been a while since Id seen anyone without clothes on. The only naked creature in my house these days was Speedy, my Red-Eared Slider, and even he never left home without his shell.

There was that mischievous look again. Well, officially, yes. But I know a club in North Miami BeachFantasieswhere the men get a little wild sometimes. Girl, they take it all off!

Ohmygod, please tell me you didnt hear about it from Joey.

She laughed. None other. Actually, seeing him is what gave me the idea.

A strip club? One recommended by Joey? But are the men


Gorgeous and hot-blooded? Oh, yeah!

What the hell? I downed my latte as though it were a shot of tequila, no longer caring who might hear our lewd conversation. I needed this. I deserved this. What time do they open and what are we gonna wear?











Two

Lexie



Ive seen some fine men in my time, and a lot of them have been naked, but the brother strutting his stuff in front of me made me feel like I was a virgin again.

One eager to be deflowered.

Oh, my word. That cant possibly be hisI mean, its got to be stuffed. How could it be so

Huge? I supplied, chuckling at Haileys wide-eyed stare.

Huge? Its as big as the state of Florida!

That it is. As I sighed with pleasure, my gaze wandered back to the hottie on stage. He put the f in fine, and that was no joke. I couldnt help wondering how it would feel to be naked with him, those strong arms wrapped around my body, his lethal weapon pressed against my thighs

Ooh, baby! I howled.

He looked at me and winked, then ripped the fire-red G-string off in one strong pull. I gripped Haileys hand and squealed.

Oh, Lord, Hailey said, fanning herself. He can put his boots under my bed anytime!

I think Ive died and gone to heaven.

We watched in awe as Mr. Too Fine gyrated his body in the most suggestive of manners, then did push-ups against the floor as if he were making love. It was all very arousing, reminding me that it had been at least six weeks since Id last made love.

Too soon the act ended, and the stripper exited the stage. Hailey stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled. I clapped until my hands were sore.

Im so glad you suggested this, Lex. Hailey pulled a leg onto the booths seat as she faced me. She was dressed in jeans and a halter top and the cowboy boots I saw her in earlier today. I havent had this much fun inin forever!

I chuckled as I looked at her. She seemed totally happy and carefree. Yeah, she needed this. We both did.

I cant tell you how glad I was that fate put us together again. Not to get sappy, but I loved Hailey like a sister. I missed her terribly when she was gone.

But she was back now, and it was just like old times.


Cheers, I said, lifting my cosmopolitan.

Cheers! Hailey tapped her beer bottle against my glass.

I took a good long sip as the emcee announced the next act. Then I lowered my glass, clinking it loudly on the table.

Shaking her head, Hailey raised an eyebrow at me.

What? I asked. Im not drunk.

Thats not what I was thinking.

Then why are you looking at me like that, with one eye narrowed?

Im wondering why you dont have a boyfriend.

Oh, I said, rolling my eyes. Not that again.

I cant understand it, Hailey continued. Look at you. Youre so beautiful. You make a simple black dress look like its a million bucks. I figured guys would be tripping over themselves to get to you.

Why commit when there are so many to play with? I glanced at the new stripper and watched him take off his blindfold. He was dressed like Don Quixote, a hot look if you ask me.

You sure thats it? No ones broken your heart?

Honey, I break the hearts. In fact, its a policy of minenot to get too attached. My mother had been that way with my daddytoo attachedand when he left her for someone half her age in New York, shed had a meltdown. No waythats not gonna happen to me. So I play with men, enjoy them, and dump them before things can go stale. Its worked for me, so why fix what aint broke?


Frenzied cries pierced the air, and Hailey and I looked to the stage. Don Quixote had just ripped off his shirt, exposing a wall of hard muscles. Mmm, I thought, instantly perking up. This hot Hispanic man was the best kind of eye candy.

He trailed both hands over his delectable chest, then slipped his thumbs beneath the waist of his pants. In one smooth movement, he ripped them off. I got so hot, I would have melted if I were a stick of butter.

Unable to stop myself, I made a funnel around my mouth with my hands and yelled, Take it all off, baby!

Lexie! Hailey smacked me on the arm. Let him do his little dance first. I like the whole dance routine.

Oh, my God.

WhatI cant enjoy the dancing? I happen to think

Thats not what Im talking about, I said.

Then what?

I leaned in close and whispered, What if were getting all hot for this guy and heshes Joeys boyfriend?

Hailey gasped. You think so?

I shrugged. Could be. He does work here.

Hailey stared at the dancer, her nose upturned as she thought about my words. Then she shook her head vehemently and said, No way. Hes too hot.

Much too hot, I quickly agreed.

And look at those abs.

You know he got them working outon a woman.

Women, Hailey corrected.

The dog! I joked. Thank God wed salvaged the fantasy. But I dont care about his sexual conquests, he can strut his stiff for me all he wants. Its all about the eye candy, and hes as sweet as they come.

Here here! Hailey agreed. She lifted her beer bottle before taking a long swig.

And speaking of which I dug a bill out of my purse and waved it over Haileys head.

Lexie! N-no! But Haileys protest died on a fit of giggles as the Latin hottie strutted toward her.

Take a good look, honey, I told her. Its all about the eye candy, remember. And forgetting that Travis whats his-face ever existed.

Travis who?

Grinning, I lifted my cosmopolitan. Thats what Im talking about.

After I took a sip, my eyes settled on the dancer. I have a thing for Latin men, and this one didnt fail to turn me on. He was Don Quixote, after allhot, conquering stud.

Wearing a sexy smile, Don danced before us like he was sin and seduction rolled into one. He moved his hands over his stomach, then lower, to the scrap of material that hung over his erection. His fingers lingered on the leather thong, and I practically salivated, knowing he wasnt going to disappoint.

Off went the G-string. Hailey screamed.

I couldnt help laughing. Even the Latin lover chuckled as he lowered himself before us and stroked Haileys cheek.


Hailey slumped in her chair as the stripper walked away. Oh. My. God.

You can say that again.

Travis always told me the average guys penis is five and half inches.

Maybe the average guys, but that was no average guy. I glanced at the stage, taking in a delicious view of the Latin lovers butt. I sighed. Itd be nice to take him home.

Hey, a woman can fantasize.

Not that I hadnt actually taken a stripper home before. Well, twoif Im completely honest. But thats another story.

Hailey fluffed her hair, the way one might post-sex. Good Lord, Ive been missing out.

Thats what you get for marrying the first guy to sweep you off your feet. Now do you see why I play the field? Variety is the spice of life.

Waiter! Hailey snapped her fingers as a beefcake wearing a bow tie and spandex shorts strolled by our table. Can we get another round of tequila shooters? Actually, make it a double round.

He flashed a charming smile before stepping away from our table, and I realized why I enjoyed going to a strip club on occasion. The guys here are always smiling, like their only desire is to satisfy you. Yeah, I knowthats the fantasy they sellbut given that in my life the fantasy hasnt lasted longer than three months, its nice to buy into it every now and then.


Even if I dont believe in long-term relationships.

I laid my head back against the softness of the leather booth seat. Are you having a good time? I asked Hailey.

Are you kidding? This is exactly what I needed. I cant think of a better way to celebrate my divorce.

Maybe it was the alcohol, but I suddenly got wistful. My eyes actually misted. You believe in fate?

I cant say I do.

Well, I didntuntil right now. You dont know how Ive missed having you in my life, Hailey. There were so many times I could have used your levelheaded advice over the years.

And there were many times I could have used a dose of your wild side.

The waiter returned with the shots, and we both downed them, then grimaced. Wed take a cab if we had to, but tonight was a night for catching up and celebrating.

I should eat something, I told Hailey. A cosmopolitan and tequilacould be a lethal combination if I dont get something in me.

Something like that Latin lover?

I roared with laughter. I think youre the one who needs a palate-cleanser. You know, to wash away the memory of Travis.

Haileys gaze wandered to the stage. As she watched the next stripper, her expression grew thoughtful.

Hmm, I said hopefully. So youre considering it?

Itd be nice, Hailey admitted.

I wont tell anyone if you take a stripper home.


The Latin lover strolled by, and Hailey eyed him dreamily. Once the guys were finished onstage, they made the rounds on the floor, looking for women who wanted a private dance.

Id settle for a private dance from Don Quixote, Hailey said. Hes just too gorgeous.

Youre on, I told her.

I was out of my chair in a flash and all but ran after the guy. Brushing my fingers across his arm, I got his attention. He turned, smiling at me as he did.

He had the most amazing chocolate-brown eyes. In fact, they caught me off guard up close, leaving me speechless for a moment.

I cleared my throat. Hey, sweetheart. My friend and I would love a private dance.

No problem, sugar.

This was fantasyland, so I boldly took his hand as if he were my lover. I led him to the booth where Hailey still sat.

This is Hailey, I announced. And Im Lexie.

And I am Rafael.

His voice had a distinctive Spanish lilt, the kind that would definitely turn me on in the bedroom.

Do your thing, Rafael. And dont hold back. Haileys getting over a bad marriage.

For an entire song, Rafael entertained. On the floor, they dont take off their G-strings. Which wasnt a problem. He was sweet enough to look at regardless. Sweet enough to caress with innocent strokes on those rock-hard abs.


Thank you, darling, Hailey said when Rafael was done. I needed that. She passed him a twenty.

Anytime.

Both Hailey and I sighed as the hottie strolled away.

For the next hour, we enjoyed an array of strippers, but I was starting to get light-headed and knew I needed some food. The strip joint served appetizers, but I wasnt in the mood to eat there. Besides, the cigarette smoke and stale air from the club were getting to me, and I needed a change of scenery.

I downed the last of my drink, then turned to Hailey and said, What do you say we get something to eat? Theres an all-night pancake joint right across the street.

Sounds like a plan. Ive had my fill of candy. Now I need something solid in my stomach.

We settled our bill, and minutes later we were outside. The fresh air was a welcome change from inside the club. It was sobering, but still I wobbled a little on my three-inch heels as Hailey and I walked arm in arm toward the parking lot.

We driving? Hailey asked.

Noddachance. My words came out as one long slurred one. I pointed to the pancake house across the street. Thats the restaurant. Right there.

Ah, good.

That was fun, wasnt it? I asked as we started across the parking lot. All those hard, sweating bodies. All those men wanting to please

I stopped talking, abruptly halting.


What? Hailey asked.

Oh, hell. I squeezed my legs tightly together. Ive gotta pee.

Yeah, okay. The restaurants not that far.

Maybe notbut I gotta pee now.

Girl, Hailey said, you cant wait?

Thats the thing with drinking alcohol. One minute youre fine, the next you gotta go right now. I did a little dance on the spot and Hailey started to giggle. Stop laughing and stand guard!

I took a deep breath to get my bladder under control as best I could. Then I darted for an area of the parking lot bordered by shrubs. I hoisted my dress up and pulled my panties out of the way, hoping I wouldnt splash my three-hundred-dollar Gucci stilettos. Hailey was laughing her head off as she stood guard between two cars. I couldnt help chuckling too.

Whoo, what a relief, I proclaimed when I was finisheda little too loudly, given my inebriated state. Standing, I righted my clothes. Thats when I noticed something peeking out of the bushes. I knew Id had one too many tequilas, but what I saw looked like

Like a foot.

Lexie? Hailey asked, her tone wary.

I think I see something, I said.

Youre durnkI mean drunk. She hiccupped. Thats what happens when you have too many cosmos. And tequilas. Damn those tequilas

No, I definitely see something.


Hailey took a step forward and angled her head, like she was afraid that something might jump out at her without warning. What?

Its a shoe! I cried.

Hailey screamed and jumped backward. Then she calmed down, saying, A shoe? Her relief was palpable. Geez, girl. I thought you were talking about something worse.

I am. Two words, but they filled me with panic. Thats not just a shoe. Theres a leg attached to it. My heart beat rapidly as a sick feeling swept over me.

A Hailey appeared at my side. A leg? Like a leg leg?

What other kind of leg is there? I asked.

I dont know. A frogs leg. Or a dogs leg. Or a hogs.

I looked at her, and she frowned, as though her own words didnt make sense to her. A hogs leg? I asked disbelievingly.

Yeah.

We both started laughing.

I gripped her hand, getting serious again. Hailey, this isnt funny. I think this is a mans leg. I pointed. Look.

She gasped. Thats a mans leg, all right.

So someones under the bushes? I asked in a frightened whisper.

Passed out, right? I mean, hes got to be. Unless hes a rapist hiding out waiting for women who cant hold their bladders

Shh! I instructed Hailey. I needed to think. Whether this guy was a passed-out drunk or a psycho, I had to find out. Summoning couragemostly liquidI moved forward and pushed the bushes aside.

And then I screamed. Hailey!

Oh, Jesus in heaven. Hailey clamped her hand on my arm.

There was a body in the bushes, all right. And not just any body.

It was the fully clad body of our Latin lover, his striking brown eyes lifeless as they stared toward the night sky.










Three
 
Hailey



Ohmygod, ohmygod! I covered my mouth with my hand, my stomach whirling. Suddenly I wasnt so hungry anymore. I think Im going to be sick.

Gagging, the beer and tequila shooters Id consumed earlier mixing wildly inside my stomach, I staggered away from the body of Don Quixote and retched near the edge of the bushes.

Nervously, Lexie patted my back, her brown eyes round and horrified, reflecting my own disbelief as she glanced back at the dead stripper. Like rubberneckers at the scene of an accident, neither of us could tear our gaze away. You okay? Lexie asked.

Me, Im fine. Him, Im not so sure of. I nodded in the direction of the bushes as I fished a tissue from my pocketbook to wipe my mouth. Then panic seized me and I dug my fingers into Lexies arm. Oh, shit, Lexie. A body! I gestured wildly. And you peed and I puked and our DNA is all over the place! Dont you watch CSI: Miami? Oh, shit. Horatio is going to be coming around the corner any minute. Theyll arrest us. Come on, weve got to get out of here!

Calm down, Lexie said, gripping my arm as well. We cant just leave him here.

Oh, yes, we can. My head throbbed and the parking lot tilted dangerously. Swaying on my feet, I steadied myself, using Lexie for balance. I had that guy do a private dance for meyou had him do a private dance for me. Ohmygod, were both going to jail!

Hailey, Lexie said firmly. Stop. She took hold of both my arms this time, giving me a little shake.

I blinked stupidly at her, my heart racing in time with my swirling stomach. I fought the urge to look back at the body in the bushes. What are we going to do? But before Lexie could answer, headlights appeared, and a moment later a spotlight shone in our direction. My breath left my lungs. And my heart stopped beating altogetherI swear.

A Miami Beach cruiser pulled up close, its spotlight blinding as one of two officers raked the damned thing over us. I felt like we were onstage in a really bad play. Never mind Arsenic and Old Lace. How about Two Drunks and a Dead Stripper?

We saw you from the road, the cop on the drivers side said. I couldnt make out his face for the glare of the light. You ladies all right?

I raised my hand to shield my eyes, and my throat closed up so tight I couldnt answer.

Were fine, Officer, Lexie said, smiling sweetly.

Thats it, babe. Charm him. Lexies wiles always worked. She could wrap any man around her little finger.

But the officers didnt drive off. Instead, they angled the spotlight on the bushes. It came to rest on Don Quixotes feet, sticking out of the foliage.

Damn!

Now the cruisers doors were flying open, and both cops leapt out of the car. They approached us with purpose. All I could do was stand there looking stupid. Panic had a tight grip on my throat, preventing any speech. Lexie and I were doomed. We were headed for prison, sure as anything. I knew shed look good even in jailhouse orange, but the thought was little comfort.

Get a hold of yourself! my inner voice scolded.

Lexie came to the rescue. Thank God you showed up, Officers. She clutched her perfectly manicured hand to her D-cup breasts. We might be fine, but hes not. She pointed to the corpse, stating the obvious.

What happened here? The first officer, whose badge I could finally see read schaefer, glanced at Lexie, eyes narrowed.

I have no idea. Lexies own eyes widened in exaggerated innocence. And damn it, I almost started laughing.

We were innocent, and trying to make that point, so naturally she should look that way. But for some reason, I felt near hysteria as the same sort of laughter that can plague you at an inappropriate momentsay in the middle of a church sermon or a finals exambubbled up inside of me and threatened to surface. Lexie reached over and subtly pinched my arm, bringing me under control.

You know this guy? the second officerMontoyaasked.

No, I said.

Yes, Lexie admitted, at the same time.

Schaefer raised his eyebrows and surveyed us skeptically.

II mean, no, we dont really know him, I stuttered. We got a little cozy inside the club with him, but nothing that would make us bosom buddies or anything.

We just met him tonight, Lexie pointed out. In the strip club. She pointed to the bar wed left several minutes earlier. Minutes that felt like hours. Hes a dancer. Thats what my friend means by cozy. She glanced my way.

Yes, all that dim lighting and those leather sofas everywhere. It has a cozy living-room feel. Except with naked guys dancing around. I mean, guys with G-strings, I quickly amended, wondering if it was legal for the guys to take it all off. I looked to Lexie as I rambled. Of course, theyre not totally naked Right? I added with my eyes, hoping Lexie would help me out with this one.

She elbowed me.

Hmmm. I couldnt detect from Schaefers tone what he was thinking, but the suspicious way he continued to look at us told me a lot. Dont go anywhere, ladies. He scowled at us again, then spoke into the radio attached to the shoulder of his shirt. He rattled off a couple of official-sounding codes and requested backup.

Great. Just. Great.

Montoya poked his nightstick among the bushes, now shining his flashlight on poor dead Don Quixote. I couldnt resist a quick peek of my own, and I noted that Quixote was wearing black pants, a white shirt open at the chest, and black shoes. His equally black hair, thick and wavy, lay plastered against his skin as though hed been sweating. The Florida humidity hung thick in
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