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 PROLOGUE

THE KILLER YANKED THE curtains closed and
dust motes exploded into a dervish as the body swayed, settling in
time to the grisly pendulum’s slowing swing. The killer sneezed
into the crook of his arm, then took a last walk through the small
apartment. Stopping in the hallway, he turned off the air
conditioning, thankful for once for the unbearable heat. Given a
bit of time and luck, her body would be a seeping abomination when
they found her. He almost wished he could be here when they
did.

The door snicked quietly closed behind him
and he stooped to slip the key beneath the planter of wilting ivy.
He took the steps to ground level at a casual pace, checking the
street for onlookers. It was mid-afternoon in the middle of Texas’
worst drought in a century. No one was out in this heat, and if
they were, their one goal was to get inside.

The engine cranked without hesitation and as
the tepid air seeping from the vents grew cooler, he closed his
eyes and contemplated the future. His conscience had bothered him
since he’d decided to travel this road earlier in the year and he’d
made a snap judgment last night, deciding to let one of the women
live. That act of pardon was a surprise to him, but it gave him
peace. It might not be a life worth living once he was done with
her, but at least she’d be drawing breath.

Today was the first step on a long path, one
he still wasn’t sure he was ready to travel. There was so much
ambiguity. So much still to research. But given the ease of today’s
events and how serendipitously the opportunity to kill arose, he
thought he could carry on. Regardless, he would move forward one
step at a time, watchfully, as he always had.

Slipping the car into gear, he eased down
the quiet street and back to work, wondering how fate would present
his next victim, knowing full well which woman he’d prefer to kill
next.


 THURSDAY

THE DREAM

 


THE DREAM IS ALWAYS the same: a rush of
adrenaline as my body throbs to a pounding bass and pulsing lights;
the dancing grows wild and sweat builds as bodies crush against me.
Then dread creeps in, stealing the light, muting the music, and
pressing down, down, down until I can no longer draw breath and
just as I explode with need: relief. Sweet air fills my lungs but
an image from a horror movie hangs over me, a familiar melting
Dorian Gray of a face, eyes distant and dead, breath huffing and
foul. A searing pain tears across my chest and a screech rips the
fabric of my nightmare.

I woke, swinging at a phantom that didn’t
exist, drinking in huge gulps of air, heart thrumming against my
ribs, scar burning with liquid heat.

With equal measures of relief and rage, I
glared at the howling alarm clock, a new addition to my bedroom. I
slammed the snooze button and rolled away from the window, glowing
with the dawn’s early light despite the heavy curtains I’d dragged
shut last night. I lay motionless, panting, knowing my memories of
dancing that night are real. But I wondered, yet again, which of
the rape elements my mind has simply conjured to make sense of that
night, and which are true memories buried deep in my
subconscious.

Truth versus fiction matters, you see.
Because my life is changing direction beginning today, and the hunt
for my rapist will gain intensity in the coming months.

The dream always recedes as quickly as it
appears and my heart slowed, the sweat slicking my body cooled, and
terror released my mind. Cuddled in my down duvet, I pondered yet
again whether working for a living was really worth the effort, and
drifted back to sleep.

My personality must be quite resilient,
because I slipped easily from my rape nightmare into an erotic
fantasy. In the middle of a magnificent dream about Daniel Craig in
his Quantum of Solace days, right when I was easing the
button of his shirt through its hole and feeling the warm flesh of
his chest beneath my fingertips, just as his lips brushed mine, my
cell phone rang with the gutsy opening strains of “Bad to the
Bone”.

I groaned but answered. “Do you have any
idea what you interrupted? Shouldn’t you be sleeping until noon?
You’re off work, you don’t have to be up at the crack of dawn.”

“It’s nine-fifteen, Max. I drove around the
square and your car’s not there. You're late.”

All thoughts of Daniel Craig vanished.
“Crap. Thanks. Lunch?”

My best friend laughed the throaty laugh I
love and envy in equal measure. “On your first day at the agency? I
wouldn’t miss it. Call me.”

She was the reason I was taking the job, and
she was right. Although my Aunts Kay and Babby owned Lost and Found
Investigations and I’d been in and out of the office since I was a
child, this was technically my first day at work. Running late
would only confirm my aunts’ belief that I was unsuitable private
investigator material. And I had my first assignment: picking up a
package from the bank before going to the office. It was time to
focus.

I slid the short-barrel pump-action shotgun
I keep beside the bed into its case and then ran for the shower. I
lathered and rinsed, and lathered again but forwent conditioner,
which shows true dedication. My hair begged for a good
moisturizing.

It had been some time since I had held a
full-time job. Or a job of any kind, really. So it was no wonder my
body rebelled when the alarm sounded at six o’clock. But I was
determined to get my private investigator’s license and while I
knew I’d have to pass an exam and get certified to carry a handgun
- which sounded pretty awesome - I still wasn’t sure about the
whole getting up and going to work every day thing.

I yawned at my reflection as I dried my
black hair, glad I’d cut it short.

It’s worth it, I told myself. If
the only thing you do in this job is find the man who raped you,
your best friend, and who knows how many others, and get him off
the streets, it’s worth getting up early.

But maybe not until six-fifteen.

 


THE POINT OF NO RETURN

 


PARKING AROUND THE SQUARE was a nightmare
during business hours, but I managed to slip my Lexus into a spot
vacated by the flower shop’s delivery van. The hike up the steps to
the agency’s second floor offices seemed much steeper than I
remembered from my interview yesterday. Well, interview might be a
little strong. I called Aunt Kay to tell her I wanted to be a
private detective, and after she stopped laughing and got the
hiccups under control, she invited me to come in for a chat. It
took a while to convince her that I was serious, that this wasn’t
another flight of fancy from her daft niece. She finally relented
after I talked non-stop for forty-five minutes. Thank goodness for
that. I was going hoarse.

But now that the moment of truth had
arrived, standing outside the door with “Lost and Found
Investigations - No Job Too Big or Small” written on the frosted
glass, nerves fluttered in my stomach. I wasn’t sure I was up for
this. I knew for sure I wasn’t up for being a police detective like
my best friend. That girl had balls of brass. Mine were more like
copper: warm and pretty, but easily dented.

This is it, I told myself. The
point of no return. Here’s to finding my rapist.

I shifted my lucky Louis Vuitton bag higher
on my shoulder and twisted the doorknob before my Blahnik’s walked
me right back down the stairs. Three pairs of green eyes, each a
variation of my own, glanced up at me.

Cousin Cindy smirked. “Maxine Leverman
finally arrives. Ten bucks, please. Everybody pay up.”

The agency was beautifully designed. Four
glassed-in offices opened onto the reception area, one each for
Babby and Kay, one for Cindy, and the last for temps or in this
case, me. The glass walls were on tracks and remained open unless a
meeting demanded privacy. The rest of the walls were a pale blue,
and the building’s original hardwood floors were covered by Persian
rugs and runners. Morning light fell through the skylights and the
sense was of an open, airy space. Except for Cindy’s office, which
had an artfully placed Japanese screen hiding her clutter. The rest
of the area housed a conference room, storage closets, a fully
equipped kitchen, powder room, and a full-sized bathroom.

Aunt Babby scowled as she dug in her purse.
“If you’d waited until ten o’clock, Maxine, I’d have won. Five more
minutes. If you’re going to be late, do it right girl, and help
your aunt win some hard cash.”

I pulled off my over-sized shades and placed
the bag of donut holes from The Palace on Babby’s desk, and the
large envelope from the bank on Aunt Kay’s desk. “You three had a
pool on when I’d get here?”

“Not just the three of us,” Cindy said.
“Jake the janitor thought you’d make it by ten after eight. Silly
man. But Arty was the real skeptic. He didn’t think you’d get here
until noon.”

“Who’s Arty?” I asked.

“The gorgeous lawyer who rented the other
half of the floor. Cindy’s been trying to get her talons into him
since he arrived,” Kay answered. “He saw you come upstairs
yesterday. Cindy filled him in on your less attractive attributes,
time-keeping being one of them.”

I sipped my extra large coffee from The
Golden Gate and watched as Babby peeked in the bag. She seemed to
battle with herself for a moment, but finally picked a donut hole
and popped it in her mouth. Her eyes rolled. “Grease, flour, and
sugar make up for many a shortcoming, sweetie pie, but next time
bring me a cinnamon roll.”

“Be careful what you wish for, Aunt Babs.
With Max’s track record, you'll be eating donuts every day.” Cindy
stood and smoothed the black pencil skirt over her shapely hips and
sauntered to the door. “For the record, Arty’s into me.” She shook
her mane of chestnut colored hair and checked her teeth for
lipstick in the mirror near the agency’s door. “Be back in a
flash.”

Babby plucked another donut hole from the
bag. “I'm off to the post office and bank. Given that it’s hot
enough to fry chicken, I’ll be driving. Show Maxine that financial
stuff, Kay. See what she can do with it.”

 


THE SUBTERFUGE BEGINS

 


IT TOOK KAY ALL of twenty minutes to point
out the monstrous mound of pending paperwork and demonstrate how to
use the agency’s various computer systems. I spent a solid hour
trimming the Mount Everest of past due bills down to a cluster of
Rocky Mountain foothills before even cracking open the accounting
system. I reconciled five months worth of bank statements and
realized that with this much cash coming in, it was quite
reasonable that three grown women could so completely ignore the
paperwork that drives their business.

The whole time I was working I eavesdropped
on Kay’s phone calls. Ask a question and pause. Ask another
question. It sounded like background checks and work proving
insurance fraud. I had finished with the foothill containing bills
and was printing checks when Kay hung up and stretched.

“Is that what you do all day?” I asked.
“Phone work?”

“That’s how it goes, honey bunch. I ask a
question and get an answer. Then ask another question and get
another answer and on it goes.” Kay smiled sympathetically. “Not
very glam, is it?”

“It’s downright boring.”

“At times it is. How’s the paperwork
coming?”

“I’m making progress.” I stood and
stretched, relishing the pops from my spine. “But I could use a
break.”

“Where’s Cass? You two could go play.”

Detective Cass Elliot is my best friend. Has
been since, well, maybe not since before dirt, but certainly
since we were eating dirt. Usually at her house. Mud pies tasted
better there, probably thanks to something toxic in the soil.

“Cass and I haven’t played together
in years, Aunt Kay.”

She yawned. “You know what I mean. Call her
and go to the gun range. If you really want to follow through on
this PI dream, I need to know you’ll be able to take care of
yourself. And Cass needs the time at the range after her shoulder
injury. You two grab some lunch after shooting, you’re too
thin.”

I nodded but didn’t commit. Kay was right, I
was too thin, but a divorce followed by a nasty rape will do that
to a girl.

“Change out of the Choo’s and Prada before
you go, baby. The boys out there will eat you alive if you don’t
dress a little butch.”

“They’re Blahnik’s, but point taken.”

Kay headed for the powder room and I checked
the clock. Eleven-thirty. Cass would be done with physical therapy
and if I knew her at all, extremely unhappy because Chad, her
psychopathic physical therapist, still wouldn’t have released her
to go back to work. Not that I blamed him. She’d only been shot six
short weeks ago. In Cass recovery time, that’s eons. In her mind,
she should be out saving the world, or Forney County at least, from
the criminal element. For the rest of we mere mortals, recovery
would’ve just started. But try telling Cass that and like me, all
you’d get is an earful of grief.

I pulled up her number and as I was about to
dial, the phone rang. Not my phone, the office phone. I looked
towards the powder room. No Kay. I snatched up the handset and in
my most professional voice said, “Lost and Found Investigations.
Maxine Leverman speaking. How can I help you?”

“This is Blue Ivey out at Cedar Bend Winery.
Does your agency find people?”

“Of course. How can we help?”

“I need to find my ex-husband. Not that I
want to find him, but if I don’t find him soon and get him
straightened out, I’ll have to kill him. We’re between white and
red harvest and I don’t have time to hide a body right now.” Her
voice carried a silky huskiness that sounded like pure sex, and I
wondered what kind of man could walk away from that. Someone called
out and Blue covered the phone and shouted something
unintelligible. She returned to the conversation with a sigh. “It’s
lunch prep time and things are crazy. Can you come to the winery?
I’ll take a break around one. Come hungry.”

Another shout sounded before the line went
silent. I cradled the receiver and resisted the urge to swing into
a happy dance. My first case! Even better? Lunch at one of the best
restaurants in East Texas. Not Michelin rated yet, but it certainly
would be if Michelin ever made it to Forney County.

And then a cold flush washed over me: how
do you find someone? Blue Ivey was a smart gal. She’d come
to the winery from a neighboring county after starting a posh
country club that attracted some of the richest folks in East
Texas, and her pedigree trailed a glittering list of such
establishments. She also had a reputation as a potter of note, and
if I remembered an article I’d read about her not long ago, she had
her own kiln out at the winery and had won awards for her art. She
was an entrepreneur, an intelligent, feisty businesswoman. If her
ex-husband was easily findable, she would’ve found him. The safest
thing to do, the smartest thing, would be to talk to Babby or Kay
about the case. But in all likelihood, that would mean turning it
over to one of the real detectives.

Like Cindy.

Nobody thought I had it in me to stick to a
job, much less a career. I decided to hold off on talking to the
aunts until I knew more about this ex-husband that needed finding.
I had an ex-husband, didn’t I? I knew all about difficult men.
Shouldn’t be that hard to figure out. And it wouldn’t be fair to
give them half-baked information.

Decision made, I sat down at my desk and
Googled ‘how to’ articles on finding people and background on Blue
Ivey. After a few moments, I was in research heaven.

I was texting Cass to cancel our lunch date
when Kay reappeared, tube of lipstick poised over her beestung
lips. “Was that the phone?”

“Hmm?”

“Did someone call, darling?”

“It was a sales call.”

“That’s strange. The business number is on
the ‘do not call’ list.” Kay’s eyes narrowed. “Maxine, are you sure
that was a sales call?”

I picked up my lucky purse and pecked her on
the cheek. “If it wasn’t, they’ll call back.”

 


THE ALMOST EX

 


CEDAR BEND WINERY WAS one of those rare
finds, a true gem set in a beautiful pine forest. It was also a
tonic for the deep-fried fare that infused the remainder of Forney
County. I waved to the officer in a police car stationed near the
winery’s entrance and pulled up the gravel drive. The winery was
battling a horrific drought, same as counties for miles around, but
the vines looked healthy. And, I noted with gratitude, lunch
traffic looked light, which meant I would have Blue Ivey’s
undivided attention.

The roughly elegant interior was peppered
with a collection of women of the blue-rinsed variety; pasty
middle-aged men in business battle attire; and an assortment of
ladies who lunch, passing the time until their offspring finished
with swimming and tennis lessons at the country club. A gorgeous
man with light brown hair headed my way. I was morphing into Maxine
Man-eater mode when I saw the menu he carried and realized he was
the host.

Clever, I thought. Hiring a stud
to seat the crusty old ladies. That might explain why more than
half of the lunch crowd has double x chromosomes.

He took me to a table near a window, where I
sipped a glass of exceptionally good rosé and nibbled at a plate of
cheese and grapes while I waited for Blue, grateful for the
opportunity to run through my questions one last time. The sound of
shattering pottery came from the kitchen. The diners went silent
for only a fraction of a second, and then as if embarrassed they
had noticed the commotion, the murmur of conversation resumed.

My phone chimed with a text and I smiled. It
was Simon, a new acquaintance from Fort Worth, asking me to dinner
Friday night. A bit cheeky, considering it was Thursday afternoon,
but I accepted and started planning what time I’d have to leave
Arcadia Friday afternoon to meet him by seven.

The hunky host appeared and handed me a copy
of Texas Eats magazine. A photo of the winery graced the
cover, along with an inset photograph of Blue with a man I assumed
was Bret Ivey. Blue’s smile was wide and natural; she was a
beautiful woman with an affinity for the camera. Bret’s face was
mostly obscured by a wide-brimmed cowboy hat, but the flat planes
of his cheeks and his chiseled jaw indicated handsome features.

“Blue apologizes for running late.” His
lashes were incredibly long over beautiful gray eyes. I caught
myself staring as he refilled my glass. “This was published a while
back, but there’s a story about the winery. We’ve had a nice bump
in traffic from it.”

The article recounted the winery’s humble
origins when Bret planted the first vines almost nine years ago;
his pursuit of Blue after she catered an event for a group of
clients; Blue’s pottery and her culinary career; the winery’s
exponential growth when they added a full-time kitchen and live
jazz; and the awards won by its wines. It was a fabulous love story
focused around a unique business. The article also mentioned Bret’s
passion for music, hinting that he had once played professionally
and was working on new tunes when he wasn’t busy with the
winery.

Bret came off as a serious man of mystery,
which surely only heightened interest in the business. In almost
every photograph, his face was obscured by the shadows thrown by a
hat or the plump grapes ripening on a vine. In only one, the
photographer managed to capture Bret and Blue mid-laugh, their
faces upturned. The left side of Bret’s face was visible, but I
wasn’t sure I’d recognize the man if I met him face-to-face.

It was quarter after one when Blue emerged
from the kitchen and joined me. She was followed by two wait staff
bearing plates of sashimi and green salads. Fabulous.

“I’m sorry for the delay. We’re between
white and red grape harvest, which is wild enough, and one of my
staff didn’t come in today. I hope you don’t mind that I selected
lunch for us. The tuna is incredible,” she said. She was even more
gorgeous in person than in the magazine’s photos, even if she
looked a little tired. “I have to ask: were there any patrol cars
parked out on the county road?”

I nodded.

“That man,” she breathed.

“Who?” I asked.

“Sheriff Hoffner’s on a mission to shut us
down.”

“Why?”

“He hates the fact that his dry county has a
winery in it. He’s had us inspected from top to bottom again and
again. Food prep, health and safety, employment law, you name it.
But the weird thing?” She leaned forward and puffed an errant
strand of silky brown hair from her forehead. I liked the woman
already. There was absolutely no pretense about her. “He comes out
here regularly.”

“And drinks?”

“Two glasses with dinner. If he’s with
someone else, he’ll order a bottle and share it.”

“That’s a bit hypocritical, isn’t it?”

Blue raised her glass to me. “That’s Bill
Hoffner.” She sipped her wine and blushed. “I’m sorry. I’m so
wrapped up in our problems I’ve forgotten my manners.” She held out
her hand. “Blue Ivey. Which detective are you?"

This question caused me no moral dilemmas. I
hadn’t misrepresented myself. My potential client had simply
assumed I was a private investigator. I handed her a business card
bearing only my name and phone number. “Maxine Leverman. It's nice
to meet you.”

“And you. Great shoes. Blahnik?”

I angled a leg so she could better see my
beautiful pumps. “I love them.”

“Me, too. But I’m on my feet all day.
There’d be no hope for my ankles.”

She picked up her wine glass and I goggled
at her wedding ring. “Wow.”

Blue twisted her hand to give me the full
effect. The band was hammered platinum with a huge square cut
sapphire surrounded by diamonds. “It’s the one thing he gave me
that I love. I’m keeping it.”

“You should. I’ve never seen anything like
it.” I sighed. “At least it’s romantic. My husband gave me
implants.”

Blue looked down at my chest and burst out
laughing. “Oh Maxine, I think we’ll work together just fine.”

The staff served us on blue plates that
looked hand-thrown. “These are beautiful. Did you make them?”

A smile curved her lips and brought her
features to life. “I did. Pottery is one of my passions, but I
don’t get to work at it much now. Which is a shame, because one of
our new waitresses keeps breaking the plates. You heard the
crash?”

I nodded.

“That was Emily. Only three this time. I
don’t know what we’ll do with that girl.” She leaned close as the
waitress left. “Thank you for coming. I’m at my wits end about
Bret. I hope you can find him because he’s driving me nuts.”

“I’m sure we can help, Mrs. Ivey.”

“Call me Blue. I plan to lose his last name
as fast as I can get the divorce papers signed.”

“I understood you’re already divorced.”

“Sorry. That’s my little fantasy. I’m
desperate to get this over with.”

“Any particular reason?”

“He keeps spending my money.” She sighed and
I saw weariness in the gentle bruising under her eyes.
“Technically, it’s our money, but you’d think he’d turned on the
tap and left it running. This can’t go on much longer.”

I digested this and decided to dig into the
details later. “What made you call Lost and Found, Blue?”

She stopped, chopsticks poised mid-air. “I
don’t have the capacity to deal with another testosterone-fueled
ego. I saw your advertisement and loved the concept of an all woman
agency.”

I ate a bite of tuna and tried not to moan.
This wasn’t just incredible sushi; this was otoro, from the
under-belly of the blue fin tuna. It melted in my mouth and it was
all I could do not to scarf down the whole plate. I swallowed and
said, “I read the article in Texas Eats magazine. From that,
it sounds like you’re living a fairy tale.”

“They did the interview and photo shoot last
summer. The article came out in the autumn.”

“Ah. Tell me what’s going on now.”

“Bret disappeared a few weeks ago. Which
isn’t totally unusual. At least not lately. But he always calls to
check on the winery.”

“You haven’t heard from him?”

“No.” She stabbed a slab of tuna. “I am so
over it. My fondest wish is that he’d disappear and let me run the
winery. I’ll happily buy him out, as long as he’d just go
away.”

I wiped my lips. “You said Bret’s
disappearing act isn’t totally unusual. At least lately. What does
that mean?”

“We’ve always spent a fair amount of time
apart. With only two of us to run things and promote, we often
travel separately. And to be fair, I haven’t been here much lately,
either. My parents live in Florida and I’ve been there while my
mother recovers from hip surgery. I have a cookbook in the editing
phase, so I’ve traveled to New York. It wasn’t a problem when Bret
was around, but I didn’t realize how bad things had gotten until a
few weeks ago.” Blue stopped and seemed to compose herself. “He
bought a yellow Corvette about a year ago. License plate WINE-O.
Who does that?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “That’s when I
noticed. He’d tell me he was going for a drive to clear his head.
At the time, the winery was at the tipping point. We were trying to
decide whether to shut down or expand. So, when he said he needed
some space, I didn’t worry. I thought he was enamored with the new
car. But it wasn’t long before he was staying away until the early
hours on the few occasions when we were both home.”

“Did you ask him about it?”

“Of course. He had trouble with the
Corvette. A flat tire. Out of gas. But he came home smelling not
exactly like soap, but certainly not like a man who’d changed a
tire. That’s when I started to wonder if he was having an
affair.”

I was quiet for a moment, deciding how hard
to push Blue. Then I figured that if I wanted to get anywhere as an
investigator, I’d have to ask the hard questions. “Would you have
thought him capable of having an affair?”

“Never. Bret’s always been so attentive. I
never thought I’d have to worry about cheating.” She toyed with her
wine glass. “I don’t mean to discourage you, but it’s my experience
that marriages don’t always turn out like we hope.”

“I understand. I’m recently divorced from
the implant purchaser. You were married before Bret?”

“He’s my fourth husband.”

I couldn’t help it. I arched a brow.

She laughed, a gorgeous sound. “Believe me,
I didn’t intend to get married after number three. He was the love
of my life. But he died when we were in our late thirties. I
thought I was done. I’d had my share of happiness.”

Blue had my full attention, even though
there was still sashimi on my plate. “But then you met Bret?”

“He took my breath away. He’s whip-smart,
works like a dog, got a great sense of humor, and,” she leaned
close, “he’s awesome in bed. He wooed me like I’ve never been
wooed. And I don’t mind saying I’ve had my share of amazing
wooing.”

“How comfortable were you with Bret when you
married him?”

“My libido didn’t totally override my brain.
I’ve worked hard to get where I am, and husband number three left
me very well off. Bret and I signed a pre-nup, but I do have a
reputation to think about. I hired one of those all-men agencies.
He’s been married once, to a woman in California. And he was forty
when he married her. No criminal history. The agency pulled credit
reports, bank statements, searched his assets, and worked up a
financial statement. Other than the winery, he has nothing.”

Bank statements? I thought. Credit
reports? I had no idea private detectives had so much power.
“How did his marriage end?”

“Irreconcilable differences, that nebulous
catch-all. Maybe I should’ve thought harder about that. But there’s
something about Bret. He convinced me he took marriage very
seriously, and wanted to find the right woman. Unfortunately, there
were serious flaws with the woman he picked. Maybe I’m flawed,
too.” She sighed then, a deep weariness seeping across her perfect
features. “He made me believe I was the right woman for him. But in
the end, I wasn’t.”

“Do you know who he might be involved
with?”

“Find the woman with the biggest bottom
around.” My surprise must’ve shown because Blue laughed. “Part of
his job is to be charming, but every woman he flirts with has a
massive backside. Some also have a big chest, but it’s the derriere
he’s interested in.”

“Then why...,” I started before realizing I
was about to be very rude. Blue’s a beautiful woman, but her figure
is more boyish than lush.

“...did he pick me?” Blue asked, taking my
unasked question in stride. “Given the rate at which he’s gone
through our money, I can only guess it was for my bank
account.”

“Why are you so sure he’s strayed? If the
winery was having problems last year, it certainly seems to be
doing well now. You’ve got a beautiful location, the food is
superb. Your vines even look good considering the drought. Things
can only go up from here.”

She toyed with her chopsticks. “Bret has an
intense ability to focus. It’s always been on me, the business. But
over the last year, he’s been distracted. Really distracted. I
can’t imagine what would capture his attention other than a
woman.”

I considered that. “You think he’d walk away
from all this for a fat bottomed girl, to quote the fabulous Freddy
Mercury?”

“I do.” Blue shrugged. “But at this point,
I’m over Bret Ivey. All I want is for him to stop spending so damn
much money.”

 


A NOT SO PRIM PENTECOSTAL MASSEUSE

 


TO TELL THE TRUTH, even after reading the
internet articles I was clueless about how to find someone. So I
did what every enterprising woman does when faced with a challenge:
I had a facial and massage. When at home in Fort Worth, I use a
fabulous technician named Jeremy. Handsome and a honey, he’s gooey
in love with his partner of the moment, Paul. But that won’t last.
It never does. My relationship with Jeremy has survived at least
seven partners. I big-sister him through every break up and remind
him of the importance of protected sex when each new love comes
along.

Funny, now that I think of it. He does the
same for me.

But my options are limited when I’m in
Forney County. The best salon I’ve found is on the Loop around
Arcadia, a place called Holy Rollers. It’s run by a family of
Pentecostal women and let me tell you, despite their own reluctance
to doll up, these gals know hair and skin. Janie took one look and
ordered me to strip and assume the position on the massage
table.

“What’s eating you, Maxine?” she asked in a
soft voice, covering me with a sheet and placing hot, smooth stones
along the back of my left leg and one in each palm.

“I need to find someone, and I’m not sure
how to do it.”

“Why?” She slicked oil along my right leg
and worked the muscles, then gently massaged its length with a hot
stone.

“He’s just somebody I need to find.”

“Nobody’s invisible these days. Start with
the internet. Use a picture and do a facial recognition thing.”

“No photo.”

“What do you mean?” Janie finished working
my right leg, placed hot stones along its length, and oiled the
left leg. I was butter already.

“He hates having his picture taken.” I
pointed at the magazine in my purse, folded open to the shot of
Blue and Bret Ivey laughing. “That’s the best his wife has.”

“Suspicious.”

I rose to twist and look at her, but Janie
pushed me back down. “Why?” I asked.

“With all the smart phones around? Given
that he runs a winery, there are bound to be pictures of him out
there in cyberspace.” She hit the ticklish spot on my left thigh
with a hot stone and I giggled. “Be still. Google him. See who he’s
with.”

“Pretty smart,” I told her. “If that doesn’t
work, all I know is where he lives and what kind of vehicle he
drives. I don’t know how to find him when he’s not at home.”

Janie moved the sheet from my back to my
legs and placed hot stones along my spine and on both shoulder
blades. The tension in my neck melted away. “Can’t you wait until
he comes home and then follow him to wherever he goes?”

“He’s not coming home, which is part of the
problem. And I’d like to be proactive.”

“Then you’ll have to go wherever he
goes.”

“I don’t know where he goes.”

“Well, what kind of things does he
like?”

“Leather and Corvettes.”

“That’s easy,” Janie said. She removed the
stones from my back and worked the muscles from my lower spine up
to my shoulders. “If he stays around here, he’ll be at The Golden O
over the state line.”

I lifted from the massage table and looked
over my shoulder. “The biker bar? How in the world do you know
about The Golden O?”

Her smile was like the Mona Lisa’s,
intriguingly unreadable. “I haven’t always done hair and
nails.”

“Janie Chapman. You are full of surprises.
You used to strip at The Golden O, didn’t you?”

“If you won’t be still, turn over.” My prim
Pentecostal masseuse lifted the sheet and I rolled to my back. “I
wore a mask and had my hair pinned up until the final spin combo on
the pole. I’d pull a clip out, my hair would swing free, and the
dollar bills? Honey, they came a-flying.” She laid the sheet over
my chest and hips and went to work on my legs. “That’s how I paid
for beauty school. Don’t tell anyone. I couldn’t bear for my family
to know.”

“Given everything you know about my life,
your secret is safe with me.” I thought for a moment. “I always
think of strip clubs as boob focused. He likes big bottoms. Do they
have them at The Golden O?”

“Most of the places hire anyone who hasn’t
been overcome by gravity, so you’ll find all shapes and sizes
everywhere you go. But try The Bicycle Club. They used to hire
women with more Rubenesque figures.”

I wiped my hands on the sheet and reached
for my phone. “Give me a minute. I need to find an accomplice for
tonight’s outing.”

“Unless you want lots of male attention,
choose an attractive woman and pretend you’re lesbians.” That Mona
Lisa smile returned. “It’ll ramp the men up, but at least they’ll
believe you’re unavailable.”

I stared up at this sweet-faced woman who
knew my body almost intimately, and whom I clearly knew not at all.
“So how about it?” I asked. “Got any plans tonight?”

 


HUNTING A MAN TAKES ENERGY

 


CASS TURNED UP AT eight-thirty, right on
time. I opened the door and, as expected, she was dressed in her
usual casual outfit of Dockers, button-down shirt, and cowboy
boots. Which also happens to be her usual work outfit, although her
dark red hair was loose tonight instead of wrapped up in a French
twist. She stared at my clothes and burst out laughing. I yanked
her inside by her good arm, then reflexively stuck my head outside
and checked for strangers. All clear. I closed the door and locked
up.

“What is that, Maxine?”

I air-kissed her cheek. “What’s what?”

She looked me up and down. “Where are we
going?”

“That’s a surprise. Come on, we’ve got to
fix you up.”

__________

 


I TOLD CASS TO take off her shirt and sit at
my dressing table, and I swiveled the chair away from the mirror so
I could work on her. My gaze fell on the ugly pink pucker left by a
crazy cross-dresser’s bullet and near it, the thin, pearlized scar
spiraling from her collar bone down her chest until it disappeared
into her bra. From there, I knew it swooped beneath her breast’s
curve, looping and swirling up its underside, stopping just short
of her areola. I’d only seen her scar once, and only this much of
it. But I knew where it traveled because although my scar was
newer, it followed the same route. We’d been raped by the same man,
a freak who drugged us and wore a Richard Nixon mask. Although we
were attacked roughly five years apart, we were almost certain he’d
raped other women. Cass had been searching for him for six years,
and I had joined Lost and Found for the sole purpose of helping
her. I pulled my gaze from her scar and slicked her hair back in a
tight ponytail, and then studied her face.

“How was your first day?” she asked.

“Good,” I answered, deciding to use
foundation. Her skin is flawless, but tonight we needed cover. “I
learned a lot.”

“Do you still think this is a good
idea?”

“Close your eyes.” I brushed foundation over
her forehead and eyelids. “I do. You wouldn’t believe the databases
a private eye can dig into.”

“That makeup feels really thick, Max.”

“It’s fine.” I finished with her cheeks,
nose, and chin. “I don’t know how the databases will help, but
between the information and contacts you have in the law
enforcement community, and those I’ll make as a private
investigator, we’re bound to find other women he’s attacked.”

“It can only help. So, what did you do
today?” Cass asked.

I chose avoidance. “Let me finish your face,
then we’ll talk.”

__________

 


TWENTY MINUTES LATER I spun the chair back
around to the mirror. She gasped at her heavily made up face and
tightly slicked back hair. “Maxine. Take it off.” She
reached for a cloth but I snatched it away.

“You look fab. Come on, get dressed. We’ll
be late.”

She reluctantly got into the leather pants,
white t-shirt, and leather vest I had chosen from my closet. She
studied herself in my full-length mirror. “I look like that biker
guy from the Village People. It’s not even Halloween, Max. Where
are we going?”

I turned and stuck my fishnetted leg through
the slit in my black leather skirt and struck a pose. “Whiskey
Bend.”

“The strip clubs? That explains why the
bustier is boosting your yays up under your chin.” Cass tried to
unclip the chain hanging over her shoulder. “I can’t go to a strip
bar, Maxine, somebody’ll recognize me and it’ll be in the papers.
‘Wounded Woman Cop Lets Hair Down at Topless Bar.’ No thank you.
Let’s take this makeup off and go to the gun range. I’ll buy the
ammo.”

“Tempting,” I replied, placing a tight black
cap on her head and handing her a pair of mirrored shades. “But
we’ve got work to do.”

“I am not taking my clothes off in public,
Maxine Wright Leverman.”

I laughed. “Your Puritanical values are safe
tonight, Cass. We’re on a case.”

“They gave you a case already?”

“Er, not exactly.”

Her pretty violet eyes narrowed. “What do
you mean, ‘not exactly’?”

I fiddled with fitting a micro camera
through my bodice. “The phone rang while everybody was out. It was
Blue Ivey from Cedar Bend Winery. She thinks her husband’s having
an affair and wants proof. I rented a Camry so we’ll be less
conspicuous.” I turned to Cass. “See it?”

“With those boobs? Maxine, nobody would
notice a full-sized video camera hanging around your neck, much
less one stuck through a buttonhole.” She leaned close and squinted
at the button hiding the tiny camera. “Where’d you get it?”

“It’s a little something I had hanging
around.”

“Hanging around for what, exactly?”

“Help with my divorce.”

“It’s excellent for undercover work.”

“That’s the point.”

She straightened. “The point is that you’re
not licensed. Are you working under either Babby or Kay’s
direction?”

“Define work,” I said.

Cass sighed. “In Max speak, that’s a no.
Therefore, you’re engaging in a criminal act by pretending to be a
licensed PI, Maxine. We can’t do this. I can’t do this. I should
arrest you for doing this.”

“Please, Cass,” I pleaded. “Nobody thinks I
can do this job. Aunt Kay’s being kind and giving me a shot, but I
want her to know I’m serious. The best way for me to prove that is
to get the evidence that Ivey is cheating on his wife. You know how
important this is to me. To us.”

Cass studied me with that intense look that
told me she was thinking.

I kept talking. “Okay, so tonight? We’re two
lesbians out for a good time and I just happen to have a camera in
my cleavage. No PI stuff, okay?”

“Lesbians? Guess that makes me the butch and
you the femme.” She looked in the mirror and adjusted her hat.
Finally, she nodded. “No investigating. Do you have a picture of
this guy, whoever we’re looking for?”

I showed her the photo in Texas Eats.
“Bret Ivey.”

“That’s it?”

I nodded.

“Did you Google him?”

I nodded.

“Nothing?”

I shook my head. “He’s hiding
something.”

“Fine. If you happen to see Bret Ivey and
get a shot of him fondling a topless waitress, it goes straight to
Babby and Kay. First thing tomorrow.” She slipped the shades on. “I
wish you’d picked dominant and submissive, I’d look good with a
whip. What are we eating?”

“Eating?”

“I’m hungry, Max, and you need to put on
some weight.”

“I do not.”

“You’re too thin for those fake boobs.
Besides, hunting a man takes energy.”

 


THE SEEDIER SIDE OF LIFE

 


BEING WOMEN OF SOUND mind, we did what any
solid sleuths would do before diving into the skank that is Whiskey
Bend: we cruised the strip checking for Bret Ivey’s Corvette. I’ve
driven this stretch of road just over the state line and into
Louisiana numerous times. It’s the kind of crammed together place
that always makes me slow down and check for drivers who can’t stay
between the lines. During the day, it’s dirty and downright sad. At
night, however, it sparkles with twinkling neon signs that distract
from the grime and despair.

We drove the half mile stretch of Whiskey
Bend at a sedate pace, glancing in the crowded parking lots as we
went, searching for a bright yellow Corvette with the license plate
WINE-O. We didn’t see it, so we agreed to take a closer look at the
seedier side of life.

Have you ever been in a bar for bikers? This
was my first time, and despite my show of bravado with Cass, I
wasn’t sure what to expect. Dim lights, sticky floors, inebriated
rednecks, scantily clad women with vacant stares. You, too? Well,
The Golden O was a surprise. I’d talked it over with Cass, and we
decided to work methodically down one side of Whiskey Bend to the
last bar, then turn around and work our way along the other
side.

Back to The Golden O. It wasn’t the kind of
place you’d take your mother, but it wasn’t as bad as I expected.
The parking lot was packed with motorcycles and muscle cars. A
flashing neon sign featured the outline of a busty blonde, lips
pursed in a sexy ‘O’. A bouncer greeted us with a glance up and
down, then motioned us inside. I discreetly flipped on my hidden
camera. The lights were low, but the floor wasn’t sticky. The foyer
had a diner-like counter along one wall, fronting a grill where a
big man flipped burgers and steaks for five guys perched on chrome
stools. The food smelled surprisingly good. Music flowed from
deeper inside the establishment and we stepped through a velvet
curtain into a wide room with a stage at its center. A busty blonde
with mounds of frothy curls who could’ve been the model for the
neon sign stalked along a runway. She was wearing a beautiful black
mask and a full-length gown exposing a strip of magnificent
cleavage. She peeled off long gloves, one finger at a time, bumping
and grinding all the while. The bikers alongside the stage were
utterly entranced.

Cass watched the men as they watched the
woman. “What gives? I thought the whole reason men came to these
places was for the skin.”

“It’s burlesque,” I answered quietly. “It’s
as much about the tease as the nudity.” The stripper unrolled a
glove and draped it across one patron’s shoulder before whipping it
away and slapping him in the face with it. A charged growl went up
from the crowd.

“How do you know that?” Cass asked.

“My ex-husband Neil took me to see burlesque
shows.”

“That didn’t bother you?”

“Not until I realized they were men in
drag.”

Cass cocked an eyebrow.

I focused on the faces around the stage. “It
was the beginning of the end for us. If they’d been women, maybe I
could’ve coped.”

I felt her gaze and wondered if she would
ask more. My best friend and I lost contact while I was married,
and other than having been maid of honor in my wedding, she knew
very little about my married life. In true Cass style, she knew
when to hold her questions. She turned back to the men. “I don’t
see Bret, do you?”

The dancer tossed her second glove our way
and a scrum erupted over the strip of cloth. Amid the chaos, I
caught the stripper’s glare. I recognized the smoky green eyes
behind the mask and blood rushed from my face.

“Oh no,” I whispered to Cass. “We’re so
busted.”

“Why?”

“The woman on stage? The dancer?”

Cass glanced up. “What about her?”

“That’s Aunt Babby.”

 


HOPELESS

 


ONCE CASS HAD TAKEN her sweet time confirming
I was right, we took our leave from The Golden O, slinking along
the walls until we reached the exit. Outside, I bent over and put
my hands on my knees, breathing deeply. The bouncer looked curious,
and then turned away, probably assuming I’d drunk too much.

Cass was in full detective mode.
“What is Barbara doing in a club like this?”

“I don’t know,” I gasped. “But she saw us.
She’ll know I’m private eyeing without a license.”

Her lips puckered. “All she knows is that we
were in The Golden O. She has no idea what we were doing.” She
pulled me upright and headed towards the Camry. “Maybe she’s
working a case. Who knows?”

“But the cat’s out of the bag, Cass,” I
wailed. “I can’t lie to Babby. Aunt Kay and Cindy, no problem. But
Babs? She’s got some voodoo priestess thing going. It’s over. Let’s
go home.”

“It’s too late to worry now. We can talk
damage control while we cruise the strip again.” Cass motioned for
the keys. “Buck up, girl. We’ve got work to do.”

__________

 


EVENTUALLY I CALMED AND we carried on like
this for a few hours. Every time we left one bar, we’d cruise the
strip, looking for Bret’s yellow Corvette. No dice. In we’d go, me
working my charm on bouncers to grease our way into the places,
Cass’s eagle eyes scanning the crowds. We’d sip at sparkling water
and by midnight, we were exhausted and feeling decidedly unclean,
but it seemed the night was just getting started. We stopped at a
club called The Boom Boom Room. The atmosphere crackled with
booze-fueled excitement and I noticed a pattern.

I nudged Cass. “See that guy in the black
baseball cap? The one who just sat down at the stage?”

She nodded.

“He was at the burlesque place.”

She nodded again.

“You knew that?”

“They’re going into shuffle mode, moving
from one place to the next, trying to pick somebody up.”

I stared at her. “How do you know this?”

“It’s the best time of night to arrest drunk
drivers. Watch him.”

I did. He was a total pervert. Winking at
one waitress, patting the well-rounded derriere of another. She
gave him the hairy eyeball but instead of backing off, he seemed to
take her rebuttal as evidence of desire. It wasn’t long until one
of the bouncers tossed him out.

I leaned into Cass. “Think he ever
scores?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. Look at the chicks
at the bar.”

Low lights are usually brilliant for erasing
years and adding sex appeal, but these gals had been rode so hard
and put up so wet that only utter darkness could hide their sleaze.
“Nasty.”

“The guys are usually drunk enough at this
point that anything vaguely resembling a female will do.” Cass
stiffened and peered into the gloom, then stifled a laugh. “I don’t
believe it.”

“Believe what?”

She lifted her chin at two men with full
beards hunkering in a corner. “The Grove twins. Ernie Munk’s
nephews. I’ll be back.”

I reached for her. “You’ll break our cover,
Cass. Let them have their fun. There’s no harm in it.”

“There’s harm in it if they’re drunk and try
to drive home. I’ll be discreet.”

I watched her sashay to the bar and speak to
the bartender, then return to our table empty-handed.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I ordered chocolate martinis. He’ll have to
bring them to us.”

I gaped. Cass never drank. Ever.
“Martinis?”

“A virgin for me. Nobody would believe it
about you.”

I slapped at her arm. She was right, of
course.

A strapping chap in jeans and a tight
t-shirt brought two chilled glasses to our table. Cass leaned
forward and he bent to listen. “Those two boys in the corner?”

He followed her gaze. “They bothering
you?”

“They’re underage.”

He glanced back to the corner. “They’ve got
to be in their late twenties.”

“They’re seventeen, tops. That’s Matt and
Mark Grove. They’re nephews of a Forney County police officer.” The
strapping chap took a step back but Cass stopped him. “I don’t want
to cause trouble, but it’s time for them to go home if they’re safe
to drive. Agreed?”

He nodded. “And if they can’t drive?”

“Take their keys. I’ll call their uncle.
He’ll be discreet.”

The bartender turned away and again Cass
stopped him. “How much for the martinis?”

“Honey, if those two really are underage,
your drinks are on the house.”

We watched as the bartender made his way
across the room and spoke to the twins. One boy’s head drooped and
the other punched his brother in the arm.

They followed the bartender from the room
and he returned a few minutes later. “One was a little drunk, the
other had had one beer. He’s driving them home. They won’t be back
anytime soon. Thanks again for the warning. I’ll fire the doorman
after closing tonight.” He looked us both up and down for the first
time. “You two are welcome any time.”

I watched him walk to the bar, admiring his
posterior assets, and then took a last look around the room. “This
is a waste of time. I give up. I have no idea how to find Bret
Ivey.” A man who might’ve been handsome before drunkenness overtook
him stumbled our way. I tugged on Cass’s arm. “The effectiveness of
our disguises is waning. Let’s go.”

In best-friend-pretending-to-be-a-lesbian
style, Cass draped her good arm around my shoulders and we headed
for the door. “One more pass,” she said. “One more cruise up and
down Whiskey Bend. I’ve got a feeling Bret Ivey is nearby.”

I glanced over at her. “Really?”

“No, but I’m not letting you quit. Not
yet.”

 


A MAN AND HIS CAR

 


CASS’S PERSISTENCE PAID OFF. We left The Boom
Boom Room and turned east to Shreveport, driving at a sedate pace
while scanning both sides of the road. Cass pulled into a gas
station to turn around, then smacked her forehead. “The back of the
bars, Maxine.”

“What?”

“We haven’t checked behind the clubs.” She
slipped into the parking lot of the first strip club we came to,
and then eased around the side of the building and along the row of
parked cars.

I pointed. “The sign says employees only.
Why would he park back here?”

“You said he’s got a thing for his car,
right? It’s new and he loves it?”

“That’s what Blue said. Why?”

“He’ll be careful with it. If he’s a regular
at one of these places, a big spender, they might send him back
here to park.”

It was a good theory, and her ability to
generate good theories was one of the reasons I wanted Cass along
tonight. So we drove up and down Whiskey Bend, dipping into and out
of the employee parking lots as we went. Sure enough, we found his
Corvette at The Bicycle Club, the place with fat-bottomed girls
we’d hit early tonight. He must’ve arrived after we departed. Cass
studied the area for a moment, then pulled alongside the Corvette
and hopped out. She touched the hood and returned to the car.

“What was that about?”

“Still warm. He hasn’t been here long.”

See? The girl is smart. She cruised the
remainder of the employee parking lot and then drove around to the
front of the building and backed our rented Camry under the
overhanging boughs of a thirsty looking oak. She turned the engine
off and cracked the windows.

And then she didn’t move.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“Waiting.”

“For what?”

“Until he leaves. We’ll follow him.”

“Like in the movies? A tail?”

“Calm down, Max. Chances are he’ll head
straight home and you’ll be out cruising the bars again tomorrow
night.”

I chewed on that. “Why don’t we go in and
see what he’s up to?”

“It’s almost closing time. There’s only one
way out of the parking lot. We’ll follow and see where he
goes.”

As much as I itched to get inside, it made
sense. I couldn’t help it though, I started to twitch.

Cass heaved a sigh. “Where’s your
camera?”

I pointed to the special button on my
bustier.

She laughed. “Not that one. Your big one.
Make sure it’s set for night shooting and the flash is off.”

The girl was good, keeping me occupied doing
something practical. I was starting to realize I had a lot to learn
about this private detective stuff.

I was adjusting the flash settings when Cass
straightened. “We’re on.”

A chill streaked through my veins. A yellow
Corvette eased from beside the building and paused at the highway.
I started snapping. The WINE-O on its license plate was just
visible in the glow of neon lights. I looked at Cass. She was
peering through the windshield, gaze roving the parking lot.

“Aren’t we going to follow?” I asked.

“We’ll give him some room.”

A wedge of golden light appeared in The
Bicycle Club’s entrance and two men in cowboy hats stepped into the
night. They wobbled, one pointed at the Corvette, and they wove
into the parking lot, one hustling like a peg legged pirate. A beep
sounded and lights flashed. They climbed into a pickup and an
engine roared. I looked back at the road in time to see the
Corvette’s tires bite gravel and throw it back at the truck.

“Okay,” Cass said. “Now we go.”

 


THE CHASE

 


EAST TEXAS ISN’T AS flat as you might think.
Parts of it, in fact, are rather hilly with sharply curving roads.
After it peeled out of The Bicycle Club’s parking lot, Bret Ivey’s
Corvette literally headed for the hills, the pickup in hot pursuit.
Cass lagged a little behind but was soon up to the same speed. The
bright yellow car fairly glowed in the moonlight and she had no
problem keeping both vehicles in sight. They wove an easy pattern
through the backroads, gradually heading deeper into the Piney
Forest. We watched as the Corvette fishtailed around a turn, the
pickup gaining as the Corvette lost speed, and Cass dug her cell
phone from her back pocket.

I reached for the dashboard as she took the
curve without slowing. “Who are you calling?” I asked.

“I want to know who’s driving that
truck.”

She spoke to someone who responded with a
name and address. The truck’s tail lights disappeared over the hill
ahead of us, and Cass floored the engine as she snapped the phone
shut. “It’s registered to a Jimmy Graves. Reported stolen this
afternoon.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Either someone’s out for a joyride and
decided to chase a Corvette, or whoever’s
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