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SANTA ANA WINDS CAME up off the California desert with a vengeance. Tommy Case had to tack up the quarter mile entrance to Newport Bay. His thirty-five-foot cutter, NOMORR II, was relatively new to him and he had to scramble some as he short-tacked into the dust-laden, ion-charged wind. Once he turned the corner and fell off to a broad reach, the sailing turned glorious.

Tommy grinned and his green eyes sparkled with pleasure as NOMORR II scooted past the moorings, past Balboa Island with its million-dollar waterfront houses on tiny lots, past Harbor Island with its multi-million-dollar houses on bigger lots, and into the channel north of Lido Isle. NOMORR II balanced easily, was responsive and comfortable. Important characteristics for him, because in November, less than two months away, he planned to sail for the South Pacific and beyond.

A year ago, in a different boat, he had had the same plans. Behind his grin lurked the fear that some circumstance would prevent him from leaving again. As he approached the Leeward Marina, his eyes flicked to shore where a year earlier someone had been waiting for him with a problem he, a very ex-private investigator, hadn't wanted to get involved in, but had.

Today, no one waited. Yet, after a smooth return to his slip under sail, performing a "TaDaa" to an invisible audience, the chirp of his phone tensed his shoulders and he sucked in a quick breath.

Tommy sank down onto the tiny navigation station seat when he heard his ex-wife's voice. Memories, good and bad, flooded him. He knew he should mumble, "Wrong number," and hang up. He didn't. Couldn't. "Hello, Bonnie. It's been a while." Keep it neutral, and noncommittal, he told himself. "What's up?"

"Tommy, I need your help."

The pit of his stomach clenched. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. Maybe she just needed a flat tire changed, or advice on a new yacht.

"What kind of help?"

"I think they're going to arrest me for murder."

Oh, man. "Who's dead?"

"Bill."

Bill Adams. Son-of-a-bitch. Tommy had little sympathy for the man. The guy had a reputation for hating everybody: blacks, Hispanics, gays, Jews. Except for business purposes – then he loved everybody, until the ink dried. Adams espoused a convenient Christian ethic to the public, one that omitted the one about “Thou shalt not commit adultery,” and allowed him to buy another man's wife with a big house, a fancy car and a full-time maid.

"I'm sorry," he said. Hypocrite. "What happened?"

"Oh, Tommy, it was terrible." He heard the catch in her voice that signaled coming tears. Pretty soon she'd start to hiccup. All she could get out was, "They... they're going to arrest me," before the hiccups started.

He listened to her breathe through the hiccups. Another voice came on the line.

"Tommy, buddy, this is Dave Maxall."

Ah, a reasonable person, even if he had been her divorce lawyer. "Dave, what the hell is she talking about? Is Adams really dead?"

"Jesus, don't you watch the news, read the papers?"

"Not if I can help it, only the comics."

"You're already in Bora Bora, aren't you, buddy?"

"I wish."

"Yes, he's dead, murdered, and they think she did it. I know you're probably in no mood to do her any favors, but I know you wouldn't let an innocent person go to jail. I know Bonnie did not kill Bill."

Tommy had to admit that the idea of Bonnie murdering someone was ludicrous. She might inadvertently hurt your feelings when she had an attack of arrogance or greed, but physical violence – no way.

"How was he killed?" Tommy asked.

Dave hesitated. His voice dropped as he said, "He was beaten to death with one of his civic awards. A big glass thing."

"Fingerprints?"

"Hers."

"Alibi?"

"None, really. Christ, she saw him having sex with a guy in his office. She left without saying anything and drove around for two hours. The cops were waiting when she got home."

"Shit, Dave. Bill Adams with a guy? You believe that?"

"I know that sounds completely off-the-wall, but will you at least come over and talk to her? Listen to what happened before you turn her down?"

Tommy sighed, knowing he'd go. To Tommy, "turn her down," equated to "let her down." Dave would know that Tommy did not ... let people down.

Still, maybe he could manage not to get involved. "Bonnie's got tons of money," Tommy said. "She can hire the best help. She doesn't need me."

"Hey, buddy, she trusts you," Dave said.

Tommy was dead and he knew it. "I'll be there in an hour," he said. "But I am not getting involved. I'm not."

He spent five minutes feeling sorry for himself. Why couldn't he be a selfish, insensitive bastard and tell her to fuck off like she did to him seven years ago? Because he wasn't and couldn't. It just wasn't in him to abandon her.

A half hour later, after squaring the boat away, Tommy met Wash, the balding, barrel-chested owner and dockmaster of the Leeward Marina, at the top of the gangway.

"Hey, Tommy. Nice landing. You're learning how to handle your new home pretty well."

Tommy was in no mood for compliments. "Yeah, I guess."

A heavy gust of hot Santa Ana wind dropped down from the bluff. Tommy staggered to keep on his feet. Wash didn't notice the wind. It would take a tornado on one side and a hurricane on the other to budge him.

"What's bugging you?" Wash asked.

"This damn wind's not bringing anything good with it."

"That so? You been reading Chandler again?"

"Nah. I just got a call from Bonnie."

"Your Bonnie?"

"She hasn't been my Bonnie for seven years."

"What'd she want? To get together again?"

"That would've been a lot easier to say no to. She thinks she's going to be arrested for murdering her husband."

"Whoa." Wash's broad forehead wrinkled in thought. "Isn't she married to Bill Adams, the real estate guy?"

"Was."

"Damn, Bill Adams dead. I wonder who'll take over the company?"

They walked toward Tommy's car.

"Did you know him?" Tommy asked.

"I've met him. Made some money on a couple of his projects."

"What was he like?"

Wash knew Tommy as well as anybody. He knew that getting dumped for an older rich guy still rankled. Wash, divorced twice, held the opinion that Tommy should get over it. He cut his friend little slack on that subject.

"You want to hear what you want to hear?" Wash asked. "Or the truth."

Tommy shot him a look. Big sigh. "Truth."

"Adams was ruthless, brilliant – and tactless if you were any sort of minority, unless there was business to be done. But he was basically honest. He did what he said he'd do and his projects were top quality. No shoddy shit."

Tommy got in his car – an aging BMW 2002 – started it and pushed the convertible top down. He'd bought the BMW after he lost his Mustang 5.0 a year ago. A pickup truck would have served him better, but a few years of amateur car racing had imbued him with a permanent case of automotive need-for-speed. Hardly on par with the Mustang, the old BMW had a tweaked engine and suspension, so it still had some zip. On the other hand, lazy sailing around the South Pacific was his ultimate goal, and not being in any way involved in murder.

"Who'd want him dead?" Tommy asked.

Wash didn't hesitate, "Any non-WASP you can think of."

Tommy looked up at his friend so he'd know it was a serious question. "Ever hear that he might be gay?"

Wash scoffed at the idea. "Gay? He'd rather be dead than be gay."

"He is," Tommy said, and drove off.
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The gate into Harbor View Estates looked ready to repel+ a tank invasion. Heavy arch bases allowed only enough space for a stretch limo on either side of the unassailable guard house. A severely efficient, totally bald guard, glared a silent behave-yourself warning at Tommy as he handed over the entry pass. Jealous of his red Hawaiian shirt and his unruly sun-bleached hair, Tommy figured. Or any hair for that matter.

He found the house toward the end of Bay Island just off the main channel of Huntington Harbor. He had scoped it out from the water on a drunken search-and-destroy mission with Wash soon after Bonnie and Bill got married. They hadn't been able to locate any exotic high explosives so they settled on a graffiti attack. Unable to negotiate the step from the under-inflated dingy to the dock, Tommy had landed flat on his face in the water. After that, another beer seemed more desirable than painting a few dirty words on the expensive patio furniture. Anyway, he'd lost the paint can.

Tommy parked at the top of the circular drive in front of the massive two-and-a-half story white stucco house. Dave Maxall opened the door before he could ring the bell. Dave was a medium guy: medium height, medium build, medium looks, a medium lawyer.

Dave led Tommy across the entry hall, through a long living room, into a sitting room. His wing-tips thumped on the hardwood floors. Tommy's sneakers squeaked faintly.

Bonnie stood when he entered. Dave stepped aside and let them inspect one another.

It had been over four years since he'd seen her. The familiar scent of her perfume made him want to grab her and kiss her so bad he had to jam his hands in his pockets and act like they'd had lunch just yesterday. Still tanned, blonde and beautiful, she'd aged some, most likely in the last few days. Short hair, properly coiffed and clipped at a hundred bucks a pop, reflected the spoils of a successful, wife-stealing, socially-prominent business man.

"Hello, Tommy," she said. "Thank you for coming." The smoke in her voice brought back memories he didn't want to remember.

"Bonnie," he responded, as neutrally as he could manage. 

"Do you want something to drink? Or sit. Or...?"

"I'm fine." Tommy already regretted coming there, seeing her again. He glanced at Dave.

Dave stepped in smoothly. "Bonnie, why don't you tell Tommy what happened."

************
[image: ]


BONNIE ADAMS MARCHED into her husband's front office twenty minutes early. She ignored the receptionist and continued with purpose through the cubicle maze. No one in the office dared speak to her.

In the back of the building, the cubicles gave way to individual offices. At the end of the hall Joan Jenks' massive desk defended the sanctum sanctorum. Bonnie scanned for her husband's secretary, gatekeeper, adviser, gofer, and coffeemaker. She saw no sign of the fat, black, ugly, wheelchair-bound, lesbian – all attributes everyone knew Bill Adams did not tolerate, except in Joan. Bill had once admitted he couldn't run one of the biggest retail, commercial and developmental real estate companies in Southern California without her 188 IQ, photographic memory, and microscopic eye for detail. Business was business. Ordinarily, even Bonnie waited for Joan's nod before venturing back to her husband's office. Not that day. She strode down the short hall to his office.

Lips pressed tight, fine face set, Bonnie gripped the doorknob.

"Ahhh."

Ear to the door, Bonnie hesitated. Did Bill have a meeting? Didn't matter. Braced for a confrontation about what the hell was going on with their marriage, she didn't give a damn about business protocols. Even so, she depressed the lever slowly, and pushed the heavy door open only enough to see if somebody else was in the office.

Somebody was.

Bonnie forgot to breathe. Her body turned to cold stone. Her eyes saw what they saw, but for a full ten seconds she could not put the sight into a coherent, comprehensible thought.

Bill sat on the office couch, his balding head back, eyes closed, mouth open. His loosened tie lay crooked across his crisp white shirt. His pants lay on the floor.

A naked thin man, ribs showing, knelt between Bill's legs. A winged tattoo on his left buttock flexed as his blonde head rose and fell with a slow rhythm.

"Ahhhh."

Bonnie ever so carefully closed the door.

Her heart resumed beating. She gasped as a shudder raced through her body. Her knees weakened. She locked them in place. The hall did not contain enough air. Yet, she squared her shoulders, pushed her chin forward and walked straight-backed down the hall, forgetting the private exit at the far end of the corridor.

She wanted to scream, "OmyGod, OmyGod, OmyGod," but feared someone would hear and ask what was the matter, and she had no answer for that question. Not a clue. What was the matter with ... her, Bill, the blond man, her marriage, her life, everyone, everything? A minute ago she had had the questions – now ... she knew she had the wrong questions and still no answers. No answers at all.

Bonnie made her way smoothly past Joan Jenks' desk, determined not to stumble to her knees and collapse in a wailing, incoherent heap. Determined not to run, screaming with confusion and anguish through the cubicles, the subject of behind-the-hand snickers and snide remarks.

Concentrating on each step, in a daze, in a cold fog that penetrated deep in her gut, Bonnie navigated past the receptionist and out the door to her car. She exited the parking lot, automatically turned right and drove off with absolutely no idea of a destination.

************
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TOMMY SAT IN A LIGHT floral-print armchair across a glass coffee table from Bonnie. Voice matter-of-fact, Bonnie told it like it had happened, interrupted by occasional hiccups, unaccompanied by hand gestures, facial expressions, or any other body language which she knew and used so well. She told him Adams had been distracted the last couple weeks. He'd barely kissed her, let alone touched her otherwise. That's why she went to see him.

Her story leaned toward the believable only because Bonnie was not stupid and could easily invent a better story if she had to.

Given what Wash had told him about Adams, Tommy thought shes might be mistaken on one point.

"You're sure it was a man you saw? Not a woman dressed as a man? Hair cut short–"

She cut him off. "Tommy, he was not a hermaphrodite, a lesbian, a skinny woman with no boobs, or fucking Mrs. Bigfoot. He was a naked man with some sort of winged tattoo on his ass. I know what a naked man looks like."

"Okay. It was a man. Are you sure he was ... performing oral sex on him?"

"I know what a blowjob looks like, too. You know that, Tommy."

Suddenly embarrassed, they glanced at Dave. Dave had the good grace to stand still and study an original Leroy Neiman painting as if he hadn't heard a thing.

Gathering herself, Bonnie said, "I went over all this with the police. I saw what I saw."

"Did the police believe you?"

"What do you think? I barely believe it myself. Bill Adams was upstanding citizen of the millennium as far as they're concerned."

Tommy, too, barely believed it. For the moment, though, he'd give her the benefit of the doubt. It wouldn't be the first time a man broke under the strain of denying his sexual orientation. It wouldn't bother Tommy to see the wife-stealer's reputation knocked around a bit.

"Dave, could you get me a glass of water?" Bonnie asked. "My tongue is sticking to my teeth."

"Sure," Dave said, happy to be of service. "Tommy, you want something?" he asked on his way to the kitchen.

Tommy did, but nothing Dave could get. "No thanks." He asked Bonnie, "Are you sure you didn't stop anyplace after?"

"Yes, I'm sure. I needed gas, but didn't stop. I was freaking out. I couldn't speak to anyone."

"That's too bad. Do you remember where you drove? More than just 'around,' I mean."

"I think so."

"Good, I'll need to know as precisely as possible."

Dave returned with a glass of water for her and a scotch for himself. He took up his station behind her.

"So who inherits all this?" Tommy asked, trying to picture Bonnie not only living her dream of living like a millionaire, but actually being a millionaire.

"Me, I guess." She looked to Dave for confirmation.

Like a lawyer, he was noncommittal.

"I was not Bill's personal lawyer," he said. "I do know you are named in the will. To what extent, I don't know."

"Any kids?" Tommy asked.

Bonnie frowned. "A daughter. Bill didn't approve of the man she married, so he cut her out of the will. A couple years ago they started speaking again. We talked about it, but I don't know what he left her, if anything."

"That would be good to know," Tommy said. "Dave, can you find out about that?"

Tommy did not fail to notice Dave's glance at Bonnie, as if seeking permission, before his friend said, "I'll see what I can find out."

Tommy saw something else in that glance. Not exactly subservience, more an intense desire to please. Then it hit him. He's in love with her. Tommy examined his ex-wife. She didn't have a clue. In her younger days, up until seven years ago, she would have known the exact second a man fell for her. He supposed that talent was no longer necessary for her. She had matured being married to Adams, and it looked good on her.

Dave was a good guy and a square dealer, even if he had been her divorce lawyer. They had become friends after a suitable cooling off period. Which, in light of his obvious – to Tommy – feelings for Bonnie, did not preclude him from murdering Bill Adams for, or with, his lovely wife. Something to think about.

"How about enemies?" Tommy asked. "Besides African-Americans, Hispanics, gays, et cetera."

Bonnie shot him a look, but didn't defend her late husband. "None that I know of. He really was an honest businessman."

"Anybody who's that successful in real estate has at least one unhappy client, employee, or competitor lurking in the past somewhere. Speaking of employees, who's running the show now that the boss is gone?"

Bonnie didn't get a chance to answer. The doorbell chimed. Bonnie jumped, eyes wide, searching for help. Except for Bonnie's hiccup, nobody moved until it chimed again.

"I'll get it," Dave said. His eyes met Tommy's for a moment. His mouth opened, then shut. If it was the police, nothing he said would make any difference. His heels resounded on the hardwood floor.

Bonnie's face paled. Her hands wouldn't lay still. She hiccupped.

"Tommy, I know you hate me for what I did to you. Not my proudest hour, I admit. But I loved Bill, and would never have hurt him, even if I caught him with another woman. Serve me right, wouldn't it? But a man? Something's wrong with that, Tommy. Way wrong. Bill would not have cheated on me with a woman, let alone a man."

Something was wrong all right. And not only Adams' murder. Tommy's presence there was all wrong. Damn it, she still attracted him, like a shark to blood. Though he knew even if she wanted him back, he wouldn't go. His pain was too well entrenched; he could never trust her. Besides, he had a whole other problem, Lucy, though she shouldn't be.

He should leave. Say he was sorry, recommend a good private detective if she felt she needed one, and leave. He'd be surprised if she had killed Adams, though he wasn't one hundred percent convinced she didn't.

Heavy footsteps interrupted his little bout of self-pity.

Dave went right to Bonnie. She stood, quietly hiccuped, and faced the door. Following Dave, a man in his mid-thirties entered a few steps into the room. A female uniformed officer with a hand resting on her sidearm stopped behind him.

The new man took in the scene with the air of someone very rich or very good-looking, but not necessarily very smart. He had longish blond hair that had never in its life been cut for anything less than thirty-five dollars. A blazer that cost more than all of Tommy's Hawaiian shirts combined, hung precisely on his slender body. His slacks were sharply creased. One hand idly rested in a side jacket pocket like a swell gentleman from a British mystery movie.

Tommy disliked him on sight.

"I am Detective Henry Breakstone from the Huntington Beach Police Department," the man said as if everybody should be as impressed with the title as he was. "Mrs. Adams, I am arresting you for the murder of Bill Adams."

He motioned the officer toward Bonnie.

Bonnie stepped back in horror when she saw the handcuffs. "I didn't kill my husband. He was alive when I saw him. I loved him. I wouldn't–"

"Bonnie, don't say another word," Maxall said.

"But–"

"Not a word until you've talked with Steele." To Breakstone, Maxall said, "Mrs. Adams is represented by counsel, Detective. No questions."

"I already know the answers to my questions for her," Breakstone said. "Guilty." He indicated for the officer to continue.

As the first bracelet snapped around her wrist, Bonnie sagged against Dave, who let her down easy onto the couch.

"Detective Breakstone," Dave protested. "There's no need for handcuffs. She is innocent and will cooperate."

"Regulations," Breakstone said.

The officer gently raised Bonnie up and closed the cuffs loosely around her wrists while reciting her rights.

"Dave?" Bonnie asked, voice pleading.

"I'll follow you down," he said.

"Save your time, Mr. Maxall," Breakstone said. "It's first degree murder. She won't be coming home tonight."

"I'll follow you down," Dave repeated, ignoring the detective.

Bonnie turned her frightened gaze to Tommy. "Tommy, please help me. I didn't do it. Dave will arrange whatever help you need. Please."

Before Tommy could respond, if he was going to respond, Breakstone addressed him.

"Who are you?"

"Tommy Case."

Breakstone expected more. Tommy wasn't offering. "You a friend of the family?"

"No."

The detective's brow wrinkled, then his thick blond eyebrows rose. "Oh, yes, Tommy Case, the ex-husband. Now that's interesting."

"Why?" Tommy asked. One word at a time was all he could manage to the man. The thought occurred to him that somebody probably liked the guy. Why, he couldn't figure. Breakstone wore his power like his expensive suit. Tommy had seen it before, cops who let the power of a badge go to their head. They thought they had all the answers. And Breakstone thought he did. "Wife leaves poor husband for rich husband. A few days after the rich husband is murdered, the poor ex-husband is visiting the now rich widow. Like I said, interesting. I might put it at the top of my investigative list."

"You do that," Tommy said.

"Oh, I will. Then we'll see what's interesting, won't we?"

"Yes, we will, won't we?"

Breakstone used a deep breath to puff himself up. "Don't leave town, Case."

"Okay, Sheriff."

That earned Tommy an evil glare. Breakstone turned away. "All right, Officer," the detective said. "Let's go. I suppose we'll have to make another trip for Mr. Case."

Bonnie's eyes pleaded with Tommy as the officer led her out.

"I'll be right behind you, Bonnie," Dave called out. To Tommy he said, "So, will you help us? She can pay you. I'll pay you."

Tommy waved the offer away. He had plenty of money.

"I'll need full access to the business, the house, lists of friends, acquaintances, business associates, enemies. Get her to write down why and when she thought she had to confront him about their marriage. She has to be specific. Times, places, what he said, what he looked like."

Did he just ask for that information? Was he really going to help? Damn it, it looked that way.

"I'll tell her," Dave said. "Thanks, Tommy. She needs to know somebody believes her."

"Yeah, well, don't get too excited. I'm not a hundred percent sure she's innocent. And if I find out she's guilty, I won't lie or cover it up."

"She's innocent," Dave insisted.

"She may be innocent of murder, but trust me, she's not innocent. Make sure someone at Adams' office will talk to me tomorrow."

"Ask for Joan Jenks. I'll fix it," Dave said.

Dave looked like he needed reassuring. 

"I'm sorry this is happening," Tommy said. "I know you have some feelings for her. I'll do my best to find the truth. Whatever it is."

"Thank you," Dave said with sincere relief.

"Save your thanks until it goes your way."

They nodded at each other a bit awkwardly, not sure what to do next.

"I'd better go down to the police station," Dave said.

"Yeah, you should," Tommy said. "I'm going to look around a little. Get a feel for Adams."

Tommy wandered through and around the outside of the house. The textured walls enclosed about ten thousand square feet. Four bedrooms, six baths, gleaming kitchen, dining room, den, office, stone terrace, swimming pool, dock with a fifty-five foot Bertram sport-fisher tied up. The outside, the lower floor and the three guest bedrooms were showpieces – look at me I'm rich, successful, sophisticated, and I have a designer with great taste.

The upstairs west wing was a home. A sitting room done in pinks and burgundies, her favorite colors, connected to the bedroom. Several pictures of Bill and Bonnie, one in a heart-shaped frame, filled horizontal surfaces. Shelves with stuffed animals on them lined one wall. Rabbits and frogs predominated. Tommy recognized several. He recognized Mr. Croaky. He reached out to touch the frog, but yanked his hand back and quickly left the room.

The bedroom decor favored neither man nor woman. The king-size bed had been made, but too neat to have been done by Bonnie. A walk-in closet had shoes strewn on the floor instead of in their custom-built cubbies. Bonnie hadn't changed a bit. In the bathroom with its touches of wood and mismatched, mis-hung towels, Bill's toothbrush – green, so it couldn't be Bonnie's – still hung in the ceramic toothbrush holder.

Tommy stared at the toothbrush. After a minute he shook his head and turned away. "Fool," he said, leaving the bedroom. Bonnie loved Bill Adams, not him. She would not go back to him even if he wanted her to, which he didn't. So why even think about it? Sure, pink and burgundy, a few ratty stuffed animals, and shoes in a jumble brought back a few fond memories, but that's all they were – memories, not visions of the future.

For years, Wash had kept telling him, "Get over her." As he walked into Bill's private office, Tommy realized, with great relief and a little sadness, he was over her, at least as far as wanting her back. He glanced at the photograph of Bill and Bonnie while he searched the desk. It was okay. She had been happy with Bill. That was good.

Tommy found nothing helpful in the desk. On a table, a thick set of plans for the Universal Technology Laboratory addition in Irvine lay open. He smiled. UTech rose a couple blocks from Electrobotics where DEX, Tommy's artificial intelligence friend, continued to fool the staff into thinking they still had him quarantined in cyber-isolation. A large pink sticky note on the front of the plans read “Check changes with MS.” He searched for a hidden safe. If there was one, it stayed hidden.

Outside, he inspected the Bertram. About ten years old, fully equipped, stainless polished, teak varnished. A solid, conservative boat. Just like Bill. And it would be Bill's boat. Bonnie was a beach girl, not a water girl. On the other hand, a fast, sexy, expensive speedboat would be hard for her to resist.  Tied stern to bow with the Bertram, unnoticed because of the low tide, lay a burgundy hulled, forty-two foot Fountain speedboat, called FLASH. Tommy had never been on one, but knew of them. Long, low and lean, the granny model sported some fifteen hundred horsepower capable of eighty-plus miles per hour. The super-duper model would crack a hundred and won races right out of the box. Seemed like Bonnie had brought out a bit of ol' Bill's wild side.

Tommy boarded the Sportfisher, named BLUE BILL'S, a joke Tommy did not appreciate. The main companionway hatch was locked, but a forward deck hatch was open for ventilation. Within a minute Tommy stood in the main salon just inside from the cockpit. No fancy designer had been allowed in. The "decor" was traditional white, with varnished mahogany trim and brass fittings. And burgundy cushions. Bonnie had definitely had an influence on her husband.

He found nothing of interest until he searched his way to the forward bunk. There, hidden under the mattress like a school kid's first dirty magazines, he found three copies of The Queen, a weekly gay newspaper, the latest issue folded open to an ad for a club called Gaylord's. As Tommy scanned the ads, both personal and commercial, sometimes both together, he wondered if the skinny guy with a tattoo on his butt, if he existed, hung out there too.

Tommy had been to Gaylord's once, years ago with Bonnie. The place had a pretty good drag queen revue in a non-threatening atmosphere. The perfect place for a man to test the gay waters.
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Chapter 3
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The slap of a boat's wake against the bow of NOMORR II woke Tommy. Warm flesh pressed against his back. Gentle breath stirred the hair on his neck. Tommy smiled and drowsed. He woke all the way and slipped out of the bunk, used the head, then made coffee. He sat in the small dinette, facing the forward bunk so he could watch Lucy sleep.

When he had a little time to look at Lucy without her knowing it, he wondered why he hadn't asked her to sail off to the South Pacific with him. Last year, after his leg had healed, he and Lucy met his father in Colorado. The three of them had fished and hiked and relaxed. Lucy and his father got along great. Tommy saw Lucy in his life always.

He was a fool not to ask. He knew that. He also knew Lucy wanted him to ask, but would never broach the subject herself. It was just that this trip was his dream. Bernard Motessier's books had been some of the first he read when he got out of the Army. They stuck with him and formed his dream of sailing single-handed around the world. It was not a dream he could give up easily.

"So you're going to help her?" Lucy said from the bunk.

It took Tommy a few seconds to switch gears and realize that she had been watching him, watching her.

"I don't think she did it," he said.

"Why?"

"She loved him."

"And you think that makes a difference?"

Tommy understood her cynicism. Lucy had been raised as a prostitute by her parents. As a very high-priced call girl, she had heard, seen, and participated in some very nasty shit. She had earned her cynicism.

She stood by the bunk and rolled the kinks out of her shoulders. Tommy couldn't keep his gaze off her. Blonde, blue-eyed, beautiful, she had the whole package. Generous firm breasts, narrow waist, and long legs, all of it tight, toned and tanned. Still sleepy-eyed, she came up to him, took his coffee cup and sipped. Tommy pressed his face to her belly. She gently ruffled his hair. She smelled of sex and sweat and sun and salt spray. Lucy was an extraordinary woman. And he was a fool.

Tommy made eggs, bacon, toast, Lucy squeezed the orange juice. They shared the paper as they ate in comfortable silence.

Breaking a long silence, Lucy said, "If she gets off, what then? Would you take her back?"

"No." He didn't wait for her to ask why. "She loved Adams. She doesn't love me. And I don't love her ... anymore."

Lucy nodded to herself. "What will you do?"

"Go sailing."

"Ah, yeah."

Oh, man. Say it. Say it. Now is the time. Ask her to go with you. Ask her. ASK HER!

But he couldn't. He ... just ... couldn't.
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Chapter 4  
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Frowning at his foolish self, at Bonnie, and most of all at Bill Adams, Tommy parked in the Adams Real Estate and Development Company parking lot. He walked into the cool interior, allowing himself no time to brood over Lucy, dreams, sailing, or fools. The receptionist directed him through the cubicles to Joan Jenks.

Dave Maxall had warned Tommy about Joan Jenks when he called earlier that morning. "She may be the homeliest woman you ever saw, but she's sharp. Don't try and bullshit her. She'll help, though she didn't much care for Bonnie. Not to mention Bonnie will most likely own the company, and therefore be Joan's boss."

Joan greeted him with neutral silence, not yet sure whether he was friend or foe. They assessed each other. Joan wore a dark blue blouse with tiny white dots and a big bow at her bulging throat. Her black hair, parted in the middle, came straight down the sides of her head, ending in a perfect out and up curl just below her ears. The whole effect a grotesque mockery of a Sixties’ perky secretary. Yet, from deep caves of flesh, dark eyes shined with unrelenting intelligence.

Tommy imagined she saw him as a half-way decent looking, forty-something, inappropriately dressed white guy who was either going to talk to her as if she was an idiot, ask for the white person who was really in charge, or in some other way disrespect her.

Joan got to the point before Tommy.

"You're
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