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Chapter One
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MY SKIRTS RUSTLED WITH each step, multiple layers of matte black broadcloth over cascading wire hoops, my matching silk veil as stifling as a blanket. Every piece of the ensemble was a replica, of course. No conservator in their right mind would have let my sweaty twenty-first-century body into a genuine Victorian mourning dress.

The bodice strained—obviously having been made for a less buxom female with a shorter torso—but the petticoats were voluminous enough to hide a marching band. Which was a good thing because I was barefoot, and I planned on staying that way. Atlanta was destined for a crisp chilly Christmas, but until the predicted cold front rode through, the afternoon was practically balmy.

I hiked my crinolines, grabbed my water bottle, and shuffled for the hallway.

Emily looked up from her camera. “Tai! Where are you going?”

“I need water. This thing is hot as Hades.”

“Five minutes. We have to keep on schedule.”

She scurried past me into the makeshift darkroom, two developing plates in her gloved hands. I’d seen the finished photographs from the previous sessions. They looked exactly like the antique images my clients often brought in to be appraised—starkly detailed black and white with a mirror-like surface, a fragile sheet of copper plated with a thin coat of silver.

Except they had me in them. No one could tell it was me—the veil hung to mid-chest, and underneath that, my entire face except for my closed eyes was hidden by a white linen handkerchief, my hair shellacked into dirty blond sausage curls under a black funeral bonnet. Even my freckles had been lost beneath a thick slathering of pale foundation.

As I refilled my water bottle, I spotted the soon-to-be deceased getting pancaked in the hallway. I swished my way over. His eyes remained closed as the make-up tech powdered his face into a flat white pallor.

“I had no idea you’d passed,” I said. “My condolences to your family.”

Reynolds opened his eyes and grinned. Rotund and good-humored, he had the steel gray hair of an elder statesman and the mustache of a swashbuckler. Being active with local reenactment units meant he had closets full of Confederate and Union uniforms, enlisted men and officers both, but today he wore the morning coat and cravat of an 1860’s businessman.

“The family is grateful for your sympathy,” he said. “Five thousand dollars grateful.”

“Wow! A big donor. Who have they asked you to be?”

“My impression today is of a post-war robber baron who never actually lived in the South, but whose great-great-granddaughter bought a house in Morningside. She says I bear a striking resemblance. This is not true, but she’s only a little older than you, so everybody over sixty looks the same to her. I didn’t argue because we really need that archivist at the Center.”

He was referring to the Atlanta History Center where his late sister’s ephemera collection, the most extensive grouping of Civil War-era papers and documents in the Southeast, was being processed for display. He’d been doling out the family fortune toward that cause and sponsoring fundraisers throughout the fall and winter.

“How did you come up with this?” I said.

“It was all Miss Emily’s idea. She’s been making tintypes for a museum in Brooklyn and pitched the idea of customized funeral portraits. I had the casket and funeral accoutrements. She had the equipment and expertise. All we needed were some professional mourners, and we were set.”

Set indeed. His foundation had auctioned off twelve sessions, and bidding had been fierce. Apparently lots of rich Atlantans wanted to be photographed in a casket while strangers in black pretended to cry their eyes out.

I screwed the cap back on my water bottle. “Thanks for getting me the gig. I really appreciate the extra bucks.”

“There’s no one I’d rather having weeping at my coffin, m’dear.”

He knew I was struggling financially. That was nothing new, but closing down the gun shop meant my balance sheet was especially unbalanced. Being an apprentice PI was part-time work, and it wasn’t highly compensated.

I patted his back. “I will mourn you magnificently.”

“I have no doubt.” Reynolds peered over my shoulder. “Miss Emily is waving at us in a frantic manner. We should get in there.”

He held out his elbow, and I let him lead me back to the ballroom, which had been set up in grand funerary style. The casket was made of well-oiled oak with gold leaf fleur-de-lis, a reproduction that Reynolds planned to eventually be buried in. Dozens of ivory calla lilies stood at attention, their blooms stately and mournful, symbolic of love and grief, death and resurrection. Black crepe draped the mirrors, and the pendulum of the grandfather clock had been stopped as if memorializing the time of death.

Underneath the fragrance of the lilies was the acrid tang of ether and alcohol, the chemicals of wet plate processing. Daguerreotypes and ambrotypes had to be developed within ten minutes of the shutter snapping. Which meant Emily had us hustling.

She handed me a handkerchief. “This client wants your face entirely covered.”

“Even the eyes?”

“Only your hair and hand should be visible.”

I suppressed a feminist shudder and moved into place. In the nineteenth century, women were the ornaments of mourning, channeling it like a lightning rod. Disappearing into it. I remembered the stone angels in Bonaventure Cemetery, those colossal marble creatures with wings drooping, collapsed in sorrow, frozen in bereavement.

That was me today, grief personified—immobile, silent, without agency. But only for a little while, only for pretend.

The make-up tech finished powdering Reynolds into corpse-hood. Then she and I each took an arm and helped him inside the casket. The wood creaked and grumbled, and we held our collective breath as he settled in. Please let the scaffold hold, please let it hold. I did not want to call 911 and explain why a man with the complexion of flour wasn’t having a heart attack but had instead fallen out of a casket.

Emily bent behind the camera. “Places!”

I stood at Reynold’s head and brought the handkerchief to my face with both hands. One of the scurrying assistants draped the veil over my face, then tilted my elbow a few degrees as if I were a department store mannequin.

Emily’s voice sparked with annoyance. “Tai, I can still see your eyebrows.”

I buried my face even deeper in the handkerchief. “How’s this?”

“Good. Slump a little more, like you’re sobbing.”

I dropped forward in a grief-stricken way.

“That’s a hunch, not a slump. Loosen your shoulders.”

I cursed softly under my breath and let my neck droop. Twenty bucks an hour, I repeated in my head. Twenty bucks an hour.

“Perfect. Now, on my count, forty-five seconds. Three, two, one...go!”

I froze. After fifteen seconds, my eyelids started twitching. My nose itched. My calf cramped and demanded attention.

Twenty seconds down, twenty-five to go.

I focused on not breathing, not moving.

Ten seconds to go.

Five.

Suddenly, a sneeze erupted from the anteroom. Emily threw a look in that direction. “What the hell?”

Trey stood outside the threshold looking sheepish. The mourner beside me whispered to the mourner beside her—something along the lines of “hot damn, who is that?”—and I stifled the urge to elbow her. Even from twenty feet away, his blue eyes were distractingly gorgeous, but his presence was puzzling. I’d left him at the shop running end-of-year paperwork, and that was where he’d said he planned to stay.

I examined him more closely. He was still wearing his casual clothes, so he hadn’t been called into the office. His black hair was neatly combed, so he hadn’t been running.

He pulled his own handkerchief from his pocket. “My apologies.”

Emily glared at him. “Who are you?”

“Trey Seaver,” he said, as if that explained anything.

“And you’re interrupting my shoot because...?”

“Because I need to speak to Tai.”

Emily switched the glare my way, as if it were my fault that my boyfriend was allergic to lilies and was also standing there interrupting. Which was, I had to admit, unusual. Trey had a thing for paperwork and politeness. For him to abandon both meant something was wrong.

“Tai’s busy,” Emily said.

“I can see that. But this is...” He dropped his face into his handkerchief and sneezed again. “Important.”

Emily’s voice was clipped. “We’re on a tight schedule. So perhaps form a queue, and Tai can get to you after that.”

Trey didn’t budge. “I’m afraid I must insist.”

Emily opened her mouth to argue with him some more. But then Reynolds sneezed too, making the casket creak. It was a fake sneeze, practically a cartoon sneeze, and I had to work very hard to keep my expression neutral.

He smiled in pretend embarrassment. “Apparently I too need a break, Miss Emily.”

She smiled back, tightly. “Of course, Mr. Harrington. Whatever you say.”
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Chapter Two
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REYNOLDS GAVE ME AN exaggerated wink as I hiked my skirts and hustled toward the foyer. I ignored Emily’s hot glare. She’d be back in New York soon, where she could talk smack about me to her heart’s content.

I hurried over to Trey. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s a situation that requires your attention. It’s—”

He held up a finger, closed his eyes, then sneezed again. I took him by the elbow and dragged him onto the sweeping front porch away from the lilies. Behind us, the low slant of the sun sparkled off the high-rises of Midtown, and down the street, a roving band of carolers did their best to conjure Christmas cheer in the lukewarm afternoon.

I flipped my veil away from my face. “What kind of situation?”

He pointed. His jet-black Ferrari convertible lounged at the curb, the top down. Why was the top down? Trey never put the top down.

But then I spotted his passenger, a woman in her late fifties. She was tanned, sturdy, gray-streaked hair tied back thick as a horsetail. Wild untamable hair the color of autumn cordgrass, the hair of all the women in my family.

“Aunt Ro?” I said.

The woman looked my way, and I saw her eyes. Topaz, deep-set like geodes. Eyes just like my mother’s.

She didn’t move, didn’t reach for the door handle, just stared at me like she was seeing a ghost. She had a snub nose and a way of crinkling it like she was in on a good joke, high cheekbones that caught the sun so the freckles were thickest there, spreading across the top of her cheeks. She was strong of shoulder and wide of hip, with generous curves and an astringent temperament.

I’d gotten those genes too. They were my ancestral blueprint.

She laughed. “I swear, you’re the spitting image of your mama. Except for that dress. She wouldn’t have been caught dead in that dress.”

The voice was a punch in the memory banks. A saltwater voice, sandpapered with tobacco, lyrical with the cadence of Lowcountry Savannah. My Aunt Rowena, only everybody called her Ro except my mother, who’d made me call her Aunt Rowena, which she’d never answered to.

And I hadn’t laid eyes on her in fifteen years.

She got out of the car and walked to the porch. She moved with a familiar equine lope, powerful and easy, and my brain kept flashing with memories of her and my mother, her and Boone. She’d left him when she’d left Savannah, taking all the spare cash and leaving an unsparingly terse note: Gone. Don’t come looking.

I got a flash of panic. “Is Boone okay?”

“Alive and well. He’s getting an immunotherapy infusion at the hospital, part of a research trial. He’ll be there another four hours, and then I have to go pick him up.”

The relief was as instantaneous as my bewilderment. Boone carried even more of my blood than Aunt Ro, fully half of it. I saw his eyes every time I looked in the mirror—silver-needled green, like frost-shot moss.

I shook my head clear. “Are you and Boone...together?”

“As together as two old dogs like us can ever be. That is to say, yes. Jefferson told me his daddy was in a bad way, and that he couldn’t stay to help anymore, that he and Cheyanne had to make themselves scarce for a while. So he asked me to come to Savannah. And I called Beau and asked if he wanted me to come. And he said yes.”

By Beau she meant Boone. And I couldn’t decide which was more unbelievable—that he’d said yes or that she’d offered. Their marriage had not ended peacefully, and according to my mother, nobody had a clue why she’d left.

Which was a bald-faced lie, just one my mother’s many fabrications. The real truth, the one I’d discovered only a few months ago, was that four people knew exactly why she’d left. Because Aunt Ro’s husband? The man I’d thought was my uncle?

He was actually my biological father. And when Aunt Ro discovered that sorry secret, she’d abandoned her cheating husband and increasingly problematic sons, both of them barely out of high school. My dad stayed with my mom despite this news, but it was the year he stopped loving me as much as he loved liquor. The year I became—to quote the school counselor—undisciplined, unruly, and unmotivated.

“Jeff’s gone?” I said. “Why?”

“I don’t know. Don’t know where either. He was in Wisconsin with Cheyanne’s folks for a while, but now he’s not. The last I heard from him was when he called and asked me to look after his daddy. And then they vanished, the whole lot of them, Cheyanne and his in-laws and the kids too.”

“Are they back with the Klan?”

She shook her head. “Jeff said he’s disavowed them.”

I wasn’t sure I believed that, but if it were true—if—then Jeff had real reasons to disappear. The current iteration of the KKK was a chaotic collection of losers and grudge-bearers, more gripe than bite. But within those ignorant masses, there were true believers. Violent. Secretive. Organized. And Jeff and his wife had pissed them off royally.

“Witness protection?” I said.

“He ain’t told me if that’s the case. But then he wouldn’t be able to, would he?”

I remembered the night Cheyanne had saved my life from Jeff’s murderous brother. Jasper. His name left a bad taste in my mouth even if I didn’t say it aloud. She’d sent one arrow straight into his heart, another through his throat for good measure, then she’d slipped away into the woods with a whole lot of Klan money.

Not that I’d revealed her identify to anyone, not even Trey. And Trey hadn’t asked. He was smart enough to put the facts together, and I was certain he had. But he respected my silence—and her act of saving me—enough to keep that secret firmly tucked away.

“So I called Beau,” Aunt Ro said. “We talked. Yelled. Cried. We talked some more. Then he allowed it would be all right with him if I came back. So I did. I’ve been in Savannah for almost two months now. We kept it on the QT until we made sure we weren’t gonna kill each other, and then last month we got him enrolled in a clinical trial for the pulmonary fibrosis. This is his first day getting the infusions. Lord willing it helps.”

She had stopped at the foot of the steps. Waiting.

I took Trey’s elbow again. “Excuse us for one second.”

I hustled him around the house to the side porch. He let himself be dragged, but I noticed his eyes sharpen.

“Please don’t blame me,” he said. “I tried to call. I left a message. I sent a text.”

“I’m not blaming you, I’m blaming the photographer. She made me stash my phone in the kitchen.”

I peered down the porch at Aunt Ro, who had settled herself onto the bottom step and popped a pair of sunglasses on her face.

“I haven’t seen this woman in almost two decades,” I said. “She didn’t even come to my mother’s funeral. And suddenly she’s sitting shotgun in your car.”

“I know. This is complicated.”

“That’s one word.”

When I was young, my parents had spent almost every Friday night at Boone and Ro’s house. The four of them drank cocktails on the dock and left us kids to our own devices. My bored older brother watched cable TV inside the house while I played with my cousins, the three of us dashing around the salt marsh with zero supervision.

Not cousins, I corrected myself. Half-brothers. One dead and one disappeared.

“She came to the shop an hour ago,” he said. “She asked for you. I explained that you were unavailable and asked if I could help instead. That was when she told me who she was. I decided it best to bring her.”

“Why is she here?”

“She said she wanted to talk to you.”

“About what?”

“I think she should tell you herself.”

I planted my feet and shook my head. “Nope. Absolutely not. I am out of patience for surprises. My patience is an empty well with dust at the bottom. So just tell me.”

“Very well.” He folded his arms. “She thinks someone is trying to kill Boone.”

“What? How?”

“I don’t know. I’m simply reporting what she said.”

I grabbed his wrist and checked his watch. “I gotta get back in there. I can’t go pissing off the donors, and I can’t lose this paycheck.”

“Perhaps Reynolds would allow her to wait inside while you finish?”

I hoisted my skirts again. “Good idea. Perhaps he will.”

♦ ♦ ♦
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As it turned out, Reynolds was delighted to allow Aunt Ro to wait in his study while we finished up. He was also happy to keep her company while I did my part in the next session, which didn’t include him. I was instead mourning a handsome guy proudly dressed as Daniel Boone, right down to a buckskin jacket and historically dubious coonskin cap. But he’d shelled out for a photograph, so I gave him his money’s worth.

As Emily scurried to the darkroom with the final session’s work in hand, I grabbed my water and headed for the changing room. A woman appeared at the end of the hall, startling me. And then I realized it was only my reflection. The water bottle was a jarring contemporary clash, but the rest of me was widowed perfection, right down to my expression.

Stunned. Confused. Stuck in troubles that wouldn’t budge no matter how hard time pushed at them.
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Chapter Three
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ONCE I GOT THE DRESS shucked, I put on my jeans and went hunting for Aunt Ro. I found her having a bourbon with Reynolds in his private study, an eccentric collection of nineteenth-century Americana decorated in the Antique and Probably Haunted school of design. The room smelled of Christmas evergreens and old books, the wallpaper obscured by coin collections and faded maps.

Trey watched from the corner. He stood next to a floor lamp with a red velvet shade and lascivious tassels, vigilant as always, though he relaxed a little when he saw me.

I sat next to Aunt Ro on a green fainting couch. She had a cut-crystal highball glass balanced on her knee.

“Your friend knows his bourbon,” she said. “Especially the Japanese stuff. Never had that before.”

I turned to face her. “You told Trey that somebody’s trying to kill Boone.”

She took a sip of her drink. “Someone is.”

“That sounds like a police matter.”

“You know Beau don’t truck with the police.” She glanced at Trey. “No offense.”

He inclined his head. “None taken.”

“But that’s why I’m here instead of the police station.” She looked me right in the eye. “Because I want you to take the case.”

“Me?”

“That’s what you do, right? Private investigation? Tackling things the law don’t want to mess with?”

“The law always wants to mess with attempted murder. I know this because your younger son tried to kill me. Twice. Tried to kill Boone too, and Trey. I know you know all this even if you weren’t here for it.”

Dead silence thickened between us. I regretted the words instantly. Too harsh, too mean, too raw.

She put her bourbon on the coffee table with a level hand. “I reckon I deserve that speech. I reckon we all get what’s coming to us, eventually. But in the meantime, I’m trying to make things right. Beau is too. And he can’t do that if he’s six feet under. So will you at least hear me out?”

I decided I needed the bourbon after all. If a medicinal shot of Maker’s Mark could keep me from flying off the rails, more power to it.

I went to the bar cart and tonged ice in a glass. “Does Boone know you’re here?”

“No. He’s insisting that I keep you out of this. But he needs your help. We need your help. So I used this trip as an excuse to ask you myself.”

“You’re gonna have to start at the beginning.”

“That’s easy. The beginning was when somebody tried to run him over.”

A violently vivid scene formed in my head. I poured a healthy slug of bourbon and rattled the ice around as I returned to the sofa.

“We were at Memorial getting a CT scan,” she said. “I’d parked in the lot across from the imaging center, the one with the shade trees. Easier to navigate with the walker than the parking garage.”

I was suddenly sick to my stomach. Boone needed a walker? When had things gotten that bad?

If Aunt Ro noticed my surprise, she didn’t let on. “I’d parked him at the trunk until I could get the door open. And then this truck comes flying at us. I mean, pedal to the metal. I hear the engine gunning, and I snatch Beau out the way. Dump him on the asphalt. Dump myself on the asphalt too.”

“Were either of you hurt?”

“Scraped up, that’s all. But I heard the crash when it hit the stop sign. Knocked the side mirror clean off. By the time I hauled myself up, the truck was gone.”

“Can you describe it?”

“White pick-up. Didn’t get a look at the driver or the license plate. Barely got a look at the truck, being sprawled out on the pavement like I was.”

Great. A white pick-up, probably with University of Georgia Bulldog plates and an NRA bumper sticker. That only narrowed things down to several thousand.

Aunt Ro pulled an envelope from her bag and handed it over. “Lucky for us, the woman from the hospital saw a whole lot more.”

I accepted the envelope. “There’s a witness?”

“One of them Pink Ladies. I think they call themselves something else now, but you know what I mean.” 

I put down the whiskey and opened the envelope. There was a copy of a police report inside.

I looked up. “You said you didn’t call the police.”

“We didn’t. That lady called 911 before I even knew she was there.”

“Could she describe the driver?”

“No. She was coming out of the hospital, and the sun was behind us, right in her eyes. Couldn’t see the license plate either.”

I scanned the report. Even if she’d been unable to provide some crucial details, the witness’s description was thorough and precise. She’d noted times, distances, Boone and Aunt Ro’s exact words. She hadn’t been able to tell if there was a passenger in the truck, but her description of the vehicle itself was detailed: white, an older model, mid-size with curved fenders. No visible markings. And then one puzzling phrase.

“What does ‘lots of windshield’ mean?” I said.

“I don’t know. Neither did she. She said that was her impression, though.” Aunt Ro pointed at the envelope. “There’s some pictures of the scene in there too. I took them with my phone.”

I tipped a dozen photos into my hand. No markers or measurements, just shots of the pavement striped with skid marks. To my aunt’s credit, she’d taken them at different angles and from different distances.

“Is there any parking lot security footage?” I said.

“I called the hospital, but they were no help. Apparently if there was video—and they wouldn’t even tell me if there was—they couldn’t release it to us. The cops had to request it. HIPAA, they said.”

I glanced Trey’s way, and he nodded. He’d been listening intently. He could no longer tell when people were lying—that ability had faded as his TBI recovery had progressed—but he still had a cop’s instinct for truthfulness. And he was believing every word coming out of my aunt’s mouth.

“HIPAA compliance requires a warrant,” he said. “It also requires that medical facility cameras have both encryption and face-obscuring low resolution.”

“So not useful for identifying the driver, but perhaps the truck?”

“Perhaps. But not available to the general public.”

Aunt Ro retrieved her glass and held it between her hands. “Beau’s mad as fire. He said we should’ve just driven off, but I told him we couldn’t because then those same damn cops would’ve been at our place later thanks to that nice lady.” She shook her head. “Good Samaritans. You can’t outwit ‘em.”

“Did she tell the police it was a deliberate hit and run?”

“Sure. So did I. But could I prove it was somebody gunning for Beau? No.”

I ran the scene through my head. That area was crowded, congested, a maze of medical buildings and narrow streets. People didn’t speed because they couldn’t. So it wasn’t like somebody had been lead-footing down some straightaway and just not seen him. Engines gunning and tires squealing meant that somebody had been coming hard and fast and sudden.

“The cops were grumpy about being there,” she said. “The witness lady had to force them to take her statement, and as soon as she cleared out, they were gone.”

“Did they take any evidence?”

“They bagged the mirror. Took a couple of pictures. They messed around with the mangled stop sign, then left it there for the road crew to deal with. So I got this.” She pulled a plastic bag out of her purse and handed it to me. “Paint scrapes from the stop sign.”

Trey came out of the corner and stood beside me. “Did the authorities collect these too?”

“I don’t know what they got. Didn’t see hide nor hair of them ‘til yesterday, when some muckety-muck showed up at the house.”

“What did they tell you?”

“Nothing. They only came because some bigger muckety-muck saw Beau’s name on the sheet and took the opportunity to annoy the hell out of him. Maybe hoping he had some cocaine baled up on the front porch.”

She sipped her bourbon, waiting. She was not a woman who easily asked for help. She believed Boone was in danger. And she saw nobody taking that danger seriously. She was betting I would.

“Boone told me he was doing okay with the home health people,” I said.

“He wasn’t telling the truth. And now that the state’s cut that ankle monitor off, they ain’t no help either. Compassionate release, my ass.”

Too expensive to care for and too sick to do crimes. That was the ruthless math. No compassion to it.

She put her empty glass on the table. “So that’s the story. Are you gonna help?”

I gestured toward the police report in my lap. “Let me read this and then I’ll get back to you.”

“When?”

“As soon as I can.”

Her expression went blank. “Okay. I understand.”

I shook my head. “I will get back to you. I promise.”

“I know you will,” she said.

But she didn’t say it very hopefully.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Reynolds took her back to the hospital himself. She protested half-heartedly, but he insisted.

Boone hadn’t mentioned she was back. Or that he needed a walker. Or that his caretaker son had abandoned ship. He and I had been talking regularly since the DNA test had confirmed his parentage, but our conversations hadn’t been deep. Neither of us wanted to trespass on shaky ground or mess up what progress we’d made. It still felt surreal, him being my biological father. And now somebody was trying to kill him.

Maybe.

I walked Trey back to the Ferrari. He paused on the sidewalk.

“Are you okay?” he said.

“Yes. Are you? Now that you’re away from the dastardly lilies?”

“Yes. But that’s not the kind of okay I’m asking about.”

I put my arms around his neck. He rested his hands lightly on my hipbones, casually, easily. But he was worried. I could see it in the tight set of his jaw, the wrinkle between his eyebrows.

“I know what you’re asking,” I said. “And the answer is that I don’t know. But I do know I’ve got a surveillance in two hours, so any not-okayness will have to wait.”

“Is this the insurance investigation?”

“It is. Eight more hours of me watching some guy refuse to leave his recliner.”

“Would you like company? I finished the taxes. Also the final ATF forms. So I’m free. Unless—”

I stood on tiptoe and kissed him. It was a good kiss too, one that under more private circumstances would have continued onto richer, more rewarding roads. But we were in Reynold’s front yard with his Garden District neighbors watching. So the kiss was a promise, a taste, a preview of coming attractions.

He pulled away just enough to look me in the eye. “Is that a yes?”

“What do you think?”

He gave me a flicker of a smile. “I think that was a yes.”
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Chapter Four

[image: ]


I STARED OVER THE DASHBOARD at the small square house on the corner, dark now except for the television.

“I can’t go to Savannah,” I said.

Trey didn’t look up from the sketchbook in his lap. “As you’ve explained.”

When I’d requested permission to have Trey accompany me on the stakeout, Finn had instantly approved. She knew that getting an ex-SWAT cop with his own private investigator license was a BOGO of the highest quality.

Not that his cop skills would be needed. I was in more danger from the raccoon sniffing around the garbage than from my target. He’d used his insurance payout to buy premium cable and a recliner the size of a small yacht. There was zero chance—zero—that I’d catch him doing something physical.

Light rain pattered the roof, the upper edge of the storm system currently lashing the coast. I eased the seat back in the nondescript rental car Finn had supplied for this assignment. Bronze, boring, the kind of basic suburban vehicle no one looked at twice.

Almost as ubiquitous as a white pick-up truck.

I ticked off on my fingers. “For starters, I still have twenty more hours of surveillance on this guy.”

“Unless you get proof he’s not actually injured.”

“I won’t. This is his dream come true—feet up, TV on, a beer cooler right beside. The pizza guy delivers twice a day. He’s never leaving the house again.”

Trey looked surprised. “Twice a day?”

“Same time, same restaurant, same delivery person. Like clockwork. Check my notebook if you don’t believe me.”

“I believe you. But that’s odd.”

A car approached, its headlights illuminating the front yard but not us, safely tucked on a side street. Trey watched its taillights disappear, waited another ten seconds, then returned to his sketch.

I made a note of the car—dark gray sedan—and jotted down the time in case it made a reappearance. “It’s not just this assignment that’s keeping me here. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve.”

“All our friends are gone for the holidays. No one’s expecting us.”

“Regardless. The PI exam is less than a month away. If I fail it—”

“You’re not going to fail it.”

“I literally failed the practice test, like, this morning.”

Trey looked up. “Really? You passed it yesterday.”

“Barely, and apparently that was a fluke. And now this mess with Aunt Ro...Boone hasn’t said one word to me about her coming back.”

“Have you talked to him recently?”

“A couple of weeks ago. But he didn’t mention Aunt Ro or infusions or having to use a walker.” I sucked at my water, wishing it were coffee. “I’m not sure I trust her story. I’m not sure I trust her.”

Trey focused on his sketch. The delicate bare limbs of a dogwood appeared with each stroke of his pencil. “The timing of her reappearance is somewhat—”

“Suspicious?”

“That’s not quite the right word. But her presence is very—”

“Suspicious?”

He remained focused on his sketch. “Curious.”

Now he was sketching the house, a mid-eighties pre-fab with faded siding. There was a shiny new vehicle under the carport, but that was the only evidence that the man inside had been the recipient of a hefty slip-and-fall payout. His hobbies were eating pizza and watching television. No partner. No kids. No pets. It would have been sad except he seemed to be enjoying every second.

I glanced over at Trey’s sketchbook. I’d read some of his old police reports, and while his words had the refrigerated diction of a how-to manual, the painstaking delicacy of his sketches revealed deeper feeling. The angle of a splayed limb, the precise placement of a single shoe, the corona of tangled hair around a victim’s head.

He had very little to work with this time, however. My target was the most sedentary man in America, and my investigative options were limited. I couldn’t set his house on fire and take his picture as he ran screaming into the street. Neither could I film through the privacy fence or use a zoom lens to peek through the curtains. I had to remain in public view, which meant I couldn’t hide in the shrubbery.

The one thing I was allowed to do? Go through the trash. Which I had not yet done because he had yet to roll his trash to the street, and I could only go through trash at the street, not on his property.

I did not want to fight raccoons for somebody else’s garbage. I also did not want to spend large amounts of my lifetime sitting at this curb developing lower back pain and a headache.

I opened a bag of potato chips and held it Trey’s way. “Is there a job that doesn’t have a good behavior clause? Besides being a criminal?”

He declined the chips. “That’s not a job.”

“Sure it is. Boone did quite well for himself in less-than-legal employment. It’s his fault I’m not cut out for law-abiding society. I was genetically doomed.”

“That’s not a valid assessment.”

“I know. I’m just being grumpy.” I shoved a potato chip in my mouth. “Because I can’t go to Savannah.”

“As you’ve said.”

“Except I think I need to go to Savannah.”

Trey stopped sketching and looked up. “Do you?”

“Savannah Metro has zero interest in helping Boone. Plus—and you know this too—the longer I wait, the more likely the evidence will be tainted. Leads vanish. Connections weaken. A crime scene has a half-life of hours. Next week? May as well ship it direct to the cold-case files.”

He considered, pencil poised on the sketchbook. “Valid points.”

“See? I should go. I don’t want to go. But I need to. I think.” I dropped my head back and stared at the interior of the car, which was as boring as the rest of it. “So now I have a moral quandary. Let Boone continue in hypothetical mortal danger so I can keep my job. Or quit, thereby losing my entry into the world of private investigation.”

“Your choices aren’t binary. You haven’t considered—”

“But maybe that’s for the best, right?”

“What is?”

“Quitting.”

“No, that’s not for the best. You said—”

“I said a lot of things. I’m good at saying things, but I suck at follow-through. Haven’t you noticed?”

He put his pencil down. “Actually, no. Speaking as one of the things you have consistently followed through with.”

I felt a warm tingle in the middle of my chest. “You’re different.”

“I know. But that’s not my point. What I am trying to say is that if something matters to you, you commit. You are...three syllables, starts with a T, don’t tell me, I want to find it myself.”

I waited. I knew the word that was going to come out of his mouth. Waiting for it required patience, another skill I was still developing.

“Tenacious,” he said. “When it matters. So your decision now, if I may say so, is to decide what matters.”

“Boone matters—of course he does—but I can’t do both things! One thing is here, and one thing is in Savannah.”

Trey started to argue with me, then glanced toward the house. “There’s another raccoon.”

“With all those pizza boxes, I’m surprised there’s not an army of raccoons.”

Trey picked up his pencil and sketched in a second raccoon. “Have you considered that perhaps someone else could complete the surveillance?”

“There isn’t anybody else. I’m the only apprentice, and Finn has made it abundantly clear that she’s not doing it.”

“But there is someone else. Someone you know with an active security license who is therefore able to work for any private investigator in the state of Georgia, assuming said investigator approves and completes the proper paperwork.”

He said it nonchalantly, eyes on his sketch.

“You can’t be serious,” I said.

“Of course I’m serious.”

“You already have a job.”

“I don’t report back to Phoenix until January 2nd. Ten days. And as specified in Georgia Code 43-38-8, any person or corporation may use temporary employees provided that—”

“I know that statute, thank you very much. It was one of the few questions I got right this morning. But even if Finn approves it—”

“She will. I’m a known asset. And since I’ll be billing her at your rate, she’ll be getting an excellent dollar-per-hour ROI. Expertise-wise.”

“True. But Phoenix has to agree too. And Marisa will never say yes.”

“Georgia Code also specifies that a qualified security professional may work for more than one company. Which I am free to do as long as I don’t—according to my Phoenix contract—damage the professional reputation of Phoenix Corporate Security Services or create an ethical conflict of interest. Which twenty hours of surveillance work involving an unconnected case does not.”

I smiled at him. “You’ve been thinking about this.”

“I have. This situation in Savannah feels...”

“Fraught?”

“Yes. But important. For Boone and you both.”

Trey handed over the finished sketch. It was a thousand times better than any sketch I could have done.

“That’s an impressively rendered raccoon,” I said.

He examined it critically. “I don’t think I got the stripes right.”

“I’d have drawn an oval and written ‘raccoon’ under it.” I slid the sketch into the folder. “If I say yes—which is still an if at this point—that would mean I go to Savannah by myself. Have you considered that?”

“I have. I’m prepared.”

“You say that now. You always say that to start with. But then stuff happens.”

“Yes. But I’ve been working very hard at managing my psychological response to being separated from you. I’m doing quite well.”

He was. Even making this offer was a big deal for him.

“I agree,” I said. “You’re doing stupendously well. But stakeouts are boring as hell. This one is about to kill me.”

“I handle tedium better than you do.”

“True. But if I don’t break the case soon, the next step is going through this guy’s garbage. After fighting off the raccoons.”

Trey winced. “Nonetheless. I’m willing. So at least consider the offer.”

I wrote “second raccoon” in my notebook and jotted the time beside it. “I will. After Christmas. I managed to get two whole days off, so I’m drinking eggnog and sleeping in and not watching somebody else watch television for at least forty-eight hours.”

♦ ♦ ♦
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The call didn’t come until the day after Christmas, when Trey and I were once again surveilling the guy in the recliner as he ate pizza and watched the Canadian sports channel. Aunt Ro didn’t mince words.

“Somebody took a shot at Beau.”

I almost dropped the phone. “What?”

“You heard me. He’s okay. But if you’re still wondering whether or not you should come—”

“I’ll be there tomorrow,” I said.
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Chapter Five
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TO NO ONE’S SURPRISE, Finn accepted Trey’s offer. She sent the e-forms to his phone within ten minutes of his asking.

To my utter astonishment, however, Marisa also gave the go-ahead. Her approval was contingent on a face-to-face, however, which meant he had three appointments in a row—a meeting with his financial adviser (year-end assessment, he said), the official clearance in-person at Phoenix (standard procedure, he said) and then his first surveillance shift for Finn.

He already had the ironing board set up, shoes lined up next to it. Ferragamo. His suit was hanging on the closet door. Brioni. Despite his insistence that the meeting with Marisa was routine, he was dressing as if it were a performance review.

While he showered, I finished packing. I’d gathered the final components of my PI kit the night before, including LED flashlights, a set of lock picks, and the stainless-steel throwing knife Trey had given me for Christmas. I was also taking along the best metal detector I had and Trey’s bullet trajectory kit. He’d contributed some low-tech things too—a set of magnifying glasses, fresh pens, and my very own stack of clean cotton handkerchiefs, perfect for handling evidence, staunching a bleed, or opening a hot doorknob.

I took special care packing my .38, tucking it into its travel case along with extra ammo and a speedloader. As an apprentice, I couldn’t carry a firearm while on duty. But as a regular citizen, I could. And I absolutely would. But after almost two years of dealing with crimes and criminals of every stripe, the gun felt heavier in ways I couldn’t define.

Trey came out of the shower with a towel wrapped around his hips. He disappeared into his closet.

“I got two nights at the Hilton,” I said.

“The one downtown?”

“Yes.”

Our last stay at the DeSoto had been a spot of sanctuary in a sea of terrible things. Stalking. Kidnapping. Murder. I’d come to his room as a fugitive, my spirit almost broken. And he’d brought me back to myself, piece by piece.

“I sent the registration info to your phone,” I said. “Third floor back corner. Also, Billie called me back. She told me to send her the police report and Aunt Ro’s pictures, and she’d give me her professional take.”

He exited his closet no longer pants-less, but still barefoot, a white dress shirt draped over his arm. “Billie’s back at work?”

“She took six weeks after the baby, now she’s rolling under cars again. The woman’s not happy unless she’s got grease under her nails.” I folded my dress pants carefully and placed them in the suitcase next to my fancy jacket. “We talked for a long time, about everything. She insists we’re good, but I still feel guilty.”

Trey spread the shirt on the ironing board, tested the iron with his thumb. “Why?”

“You know why. Somebody broke into her house looking for me. Things could have gone very badly.”

“They didn’t. And you wouldn’t have been to blame if they had.”

“I know.” My voice caught as I remembered. “But she’s my cousin, not some rando. And I put her in danger.”

“Not intentionally.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

Trey held the iron poised in mid-air, his forehead suddenly creased with concern. “Tai? Are you really okay?”

“I’m good, I promise.” I sat on the edge of his bed. “Are you okay?”

He returned to his ironing. “I am.”

“You’re stocked up on those herbal relaxants, just in case?”

“Yes.”

“And I know my brother is currently cruising the Rhine, but if you need a hit of cognitive therapy—”

“I have his emergency contact info. Gabriella is somewhere between Provence and Paris, but she left an extra bottle of the herbals, plus liniment. Garrity got back from Alabama last night and said to call if I needed anything.” He assessed the cuffs with a critical eye. “I’m not alone. I have resources.”

“Then consider me officially unworried.”

I climbed off the bed and zipped up my suitcase. It was a Christmas gift from Gabriella—red leather Hermes—and it smelled ever so slightly of incense just from being in her house.

“At least I got Aunt Ro to call the police about the shooting,” I said. “Boone didn’t want to—big surprise—but I told them we needed to do this by the books.”

“Did you get the official report?”

“Not yet. But I will as soon as an officer makes said report.”

Trey’s head snapped up. “Savannah Metro hasn’t sent anyone?”

“Not yet.”

Trey frowned. He returned to ironing, but his brow stayed wrinkled. Police incompetence got his dander up. Not as bad as police malfeasance. But it still hit close to home.

Aunt Ro’s story had not been an eyewitness account—she’d been in the house when she heard the shots, three of them. Boone said he was on the dock but refused to talk about the rest of it until I got there, so I was pre-classifying him as a reluctant witness.

I hoisted the suitcase and put it beside the door. “I explained that making a police report absolves us of any suspicions down the road. Boone does not want to look like he’s hiding something. Plus I told them you’d lecture me incessantly if we didn’t.”

“Not incessantly.”

“No, you have to sleep at some point.”

He ignored the jab, intent on the collar now. Ironing was meditative for him, calming, but every time I saw him direct that laser-beam focus onto a piece of clothing, I remembered what it was like to be the center of that white-hot attention.

He gave the shirt a final examination, then slipped his arms into the sleeves. I walked over and started on his buttons. He smelled like starch and linen and a hint of aftershave, evergreen and ocean.

“Tai?” he said.

“Yes?”

“I know Savannah is...and Boone is...and your aunt is...”

“Yes, they are.” I smiled up at him. “And I’m a little nervous. Emotional too. But I really am okay.”

His eyes dipped to my mouth and then back up. He couldn’t read me, but he automatically reached for that skill the same way he sometimes reached for the handgun he no longer carried.

“I’m not lying,” I said. “Though it’s cute when you still try to check.”

A slight blush played along his cheekbones. “My apologies. Perhaps I am a little more...something...than I realized.”

“You are a little something. Are you sure everything’s okay?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t lie to you. You know that.”

His tone was still light even though we were treading on less stable ground. I tried to keep my tone equally light.

“But you do keep secrets,” I said.

“No. There are simply some things I don’t tell people.”

“That’s the definition of a secret.”

“Perhaps.” His tone remained even. “But you’re not one of the people I don’t tell things to.”

“You’ve got a secret now.”

“Not a secret.”

“But there is something you’re not telling me.”

He thought hard about his next words. “Yes. But not because it’s a secret.”

My stomach did a little somersault. “What
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