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      How can GARRET BOLINGER refuse to help his beautiful ex-wife when she says someone is trying to kill her? So what if she drives him absolutely crazy? So what if she’s psychic and can read his every thought? And so what if she hates his guts and is only using him because he is the last man on earth the killer believes she would run to for protection?
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      Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.
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      Police Chief John Booker was a bad ass.  He turned off the main highway and drove his vehicle into the parking lot of the deserted strip center, maneuvering his way around the back of the building toward what had once been a supermarket.

      “Damn potholes!” he swore as his police issued Impala bounced along the pavement.  He hoped he hadn’t bent a wheel.  The damn things cost a fortune.  But then again, the money wouldn’t come out of his pocket.

      The grocer had gone out of business a few years ago, and one by one each of the adjacent retail shops had either moved their locations or gone under.  So at two in the morning, the place was quiet and dark.  There would be no reason for anyone to be hanging around.  No night deliveries anymore.  A good place to get away with murder.

      He spotted the white Taurus, the only car in the lot, and knew it belonged to one of his detectives, Rory Jamison.  John pulled up beside the car, cut the engine and got out.  His shirt, damp with perspiration, stuck to his back, but he did his best to ignore it along with the hot August sultry air surrounding him.  Crickets chirped an annoying melody from the field behind the plaza.  It was expected to rain within the hour.  In the distance, flashes of lightning lit the sky and would soon work its way west from Toledo toward Ashton Falls.  It would not only cool things off a bit, but would also wash away evidence as well.  He couldn’t have asked for a more perfect location or environment.

      John had been a cop with the Ashton Falls police for twenty-four years, had worked his way up from patrolman all the way to chief.  Even though he’d only be forty-seven next year, he would be able to retire with a full pension, and his retirement couldn’t come any sooner.  He was damn sick and tired of the rat race.  It had been fun being a cop, back in the day, before politics had ruined everything.  Now you had to answer to someone every time you took a piss.

      He was fed up with being criticized for how he ran things, tired of being kicked in the balls day after day.  That was why he had a nice pile of cash set aside so he and his girlfriend could make a fresh start anywhere they chose.  Which was why he was not going to let Rory Jamison, or anyone else, ruin it for him.

      “Thanks for meeting me, Chief,” Jamison said as he got out of his car.  He left the driver’s door open, the interior light illuminating his tall lean frame, the annoying ding, ding, ding reminding him to shut the door or take the keys from the ignition.  But the young detective did neither.

      Jamison twisted his hands in front of him, like a child working up the courage to tell his mother he’d broken a window.  “Chief, I’m sorry I had to wake you in the middle of the night, but I had to talk to someone.”

      “Take off your shirt, Jamison.”

      “What?”  The man stood still and met John’s gaze.  “You think I’m wearing a wire or something?”

      “Take it off,” John said again as he swatted at a mosquito.  The Taurus’s interior lights had obviously sent a signal to the little fucker.  Soon, hundreds of them would be swarming about and wanting a piece of him.

      Sighing, Jamison unbuttoned his blue cotton oxford, flashing his naked chest at John.  “Satisfied?”

      John didn’t bother to respond, knowing it was a rhetorical question.  He was a smart man, and he was not about to risk their conversation being taped.

      “I can’t sleep.  Can’t eat.  You know?  After what happened . . . to Alex Sommers.  I can’t live with this . . . thing.”   The man spoke in choppy sentences as he waved his hands up and down.  “I can’t look my wife . . . in the eye.  We’re talking about having kids.  I want to be a . . . good father.  Someone they can respect.  But now . . .”

      John noticed he had lost weight since the Gibson bust.  Probably twenty pounds, which wasn’t good considering Jamison was already too thin to begin with.  His dark eyes sunk into his face, almost disappearing.  And his cheeks looked hollow.  Beads of moisture clung to his shaved head and forehead.  With the back of his hand, Jamison swiped at his sweaty brow.

      “We need to do something.  We need to fix this.  We have to give the money back.”  Jamison shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  “It’s not worth it.  Alex’s life wasn’t worth it, not for all the money in the world.”

      “Button up, and hand me your firearm.”

      “For what reason?” Jamison asked, giving John a look of utter disbelief as he buttoned his shirt.

      “Because I said so.”

      Releasing the semi-automatic Sig Sauer from his holster, Jamison passed it to John.

      “Sit down.”  John nodded to the pavement.  “Sit down, Jamison, so we can talk calmly.”

      Blowing out a loud breath, Jamison did as John had asked.  He sat on the hard asphalt, his back leaning against his white Taurus and his long jean clad legs sticking out in front of him.  “Please tell me you’re going to fix this.  That you’re going to make things right.  Promise me that.”

      “I promise.”  John went to stand over Jamison and aimed the gun at his head.

      Jamison looked up and regarded him quizzically for a moment before things registered with him.  He tried to scramble to his feet, but John, even though he was sixteen years older, was the faster of the two men.  Using the toe of his boot, he stopped the younger man in his tracks.

      “Sit back,” John ordered, pointing the firearm at his head once again.

      “Please, Chief,” the man begged, tears springing to his eyes.  “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid it does.”

      “No,” Jamison cried out.  “I just wanted you to make things right.”

      “And that’s what I’m doing.”

      “But I don’t need the money,” he squealed.  “I was worried that if Emily got pregnant, how we were going to make ends meet.  I mean I can barely pay the mortgage now.  But there has to be another way.  And you certainly don’t need the money.”

      John barked out a laugh.  “What the hell do you know?  My ex-wife and three teenagers drain me each month.  Private schools, dance lessons, braces, field trips to Europe.  It never stops.  Do you know how much car insurance costs so those spoiled brats can drive?  I’ve worked my ass off, and I have nothing to show for it after all these years.  I’ve remortgaged my house three times trying to get out of debt and the bills just keep piling up.  The department owes me.  Even an idiot like you can understand that, can’t you?”

      Jamison started bawling as he nodded.  He wiped at his snotty nose with the sleeve of his shirt then made the sign of the cross and began to pray.  Not that any stupid prayer was going to help him, John thought.

      John squatted next to Jamison, took the man’s shaking hand and wrapped it around the Sig Sauer.  He kept his own hand over Jamison’s just in case he tried to use the gun on him.  “Pull the trigger.  It will all be over in a flash.”

      “No, please don’t do this.”

      “It’s the only way out, Jamison.  You said yourself that you can’t sleep, or eat, or live with what we’ve done, so this is the only way to fix it.  Now, pull the goddamn trigger.”

      Jamison gave him one last pleading look before closing his eyes.

      The shot reverberated into the dark night.  John stepped back and watched as Jamison’s bloody head fell forward, revealing the blood spattered Taurus.  The man’s chin now rested on his chest.

      Seeing the red spatters on his own shirt made John swear aloud.  Damn thing cost him forty bucks.  Now it was ruined.  He should have worn an old shirt.

      Yep, John Booker was a bad ass all right.
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      Startled, Regina Welch woke and sat up straight in bed.  “Rory,” she whispered, glancing at the clock on her nightstand.  Two twenty-six am.  Her pulse skittered.  Something bad had happened to him.  Reaching for her cell, she hit the speed dial button to call Rory even though she knew he would not pick up.  After four rings the call went to voicemail, but she did not bother to leave a message.

      Her brother, stepbrother rather, was dead.  She knew it with every fiber in her body.  She sat stiff and still for several moments, trying to get a read on what had happened to him.  But nothing came.

      Hot tears slowly found their way down her cheeks.  Poor Rory.  She prayed he hadn’t suffered at the time of his death.  He was a cop and had recently been promoted to Detective.  He and his wife Emily had just bought a new home.

      Regina and Rory had only met a short time ago.  Ten months, to be exact.  They’d grown up in the same town, and yet neither had known about the other until last fall.  Her father, with whom she had not stayed in touch over the years, had remarried a few years back.  His wife Francine had a grown son, Rory, who had found her on Face Book.

      The two of them had hit it off from the start.  At first Regina had worried that Rory might be looking for something from her, possibly money.  But growing up an only child he’d said he’d always wanted a sister or brother.  Even though he was a grown man, he still relished the thought of having an extended family.  Regina could relate to that as she too had been an only child.  Regina and Emily had become friends as well.  They usually met a few times a month to have lunch and shop.  Emily loved buying new clothes and always asked Regina for fashion advice.  That poor woman.

      Lately the premonitions had been coming more often.  Maybe because Regina hadn’t been fighting or blocking them the way she had in the past.  But this one had come too late.  There was nothing she could do now except hope to find out how Rory had died.

      Some would call her ability to see things and read minds a gift, but Regina called it a curse.  Because her ability had brought nothing but heartache to her from the time she was eight and had first discovered the curse.  Her grandmother had warned her not to share what she could do with anyone, but as a child she hadn’t listened, and it had cost her many friendships and a relationship with her father.  Kids had only wanted to use her insights to their advantage.  In the end she had been nicknamed The Freak.  Her father, who had known better, had dragged her along to the track.  She’d thought back then he’d wanted to spend quality time with his precious daughter, but he’d really only wanted her to make him rich.  She’d been such a fool.

      The only person she had confided in as an adult was Garrett Bolinger.  And what a mistake that had been.  She’d thought standing at the altar eleven years ago and exchanging their vows, he was her soul mate.  But less than a year after their wedding, he had divorced her, saying that knowing she could read his mind was creepy.  He needed space and couldn’t stand that she was always in his head.

      She wondered what excuses he had given his next two wives as both those marriages had also failed miserably.  Not her problem.  She had more important things to think about at the moment.

      Unraveling herself from the covers, she headed for the bathroom.  She needed to find out what had happened, how Rory had died.  She gasped as the sound of a gun being shot whizzed through her thoughts.  Her brother had been shot.  Murdered in cold blood.

      She tried to get a read on the killer, but when several minutes later nothing else had come to her, she realized she needed help.  And she knew one person who might be able to help her solve this mystery.  One person she may be able to trust.

      Detective Olivia Sherwood.  Although it was Olivia Sherwood Bolinger now.
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      Olivia took a sip of the protein shake and swallowed.  “Gross,” she said with a snarl, pushing the plastic glass of green froth across her desk.  “I asked you to get me something good for breakfast.  Like a breakfast sandwich or a donut.”  Or a package of Oreos, she thought but did not bother to say it aloud.  “That thing tastes and smells like dirty sneakers.”

      Her partner Ryan Harding laughed.  “If you want to shed those last twenty pounds you need to eat healthy.  No more fast food, cookies and candy bars.  Have a little willpower.”

      Harding was six feet and eight inches of lean muscle.  He treated his body like a temple, eating nothing but protein, fruits and vegetables.  Plus he worked out every day.  Even on Sundays.

      Olivia had never had a problem with her weight, but once the twins were born she could not seem to get back to her normal size four.  It had been almost ten months since Wyatt and Sophie had entered the world.  She loved them fiercely and did not regret getting pregnant, so she refused to blame them for making her overweight.

      Harding was right.  It was because of her lack of willpower.  She sighed, took another sip of the stinky shake and prayed she wouldn’t barf.  She swore there was some kind of dead animal part in the thing.

      Her intercom buzzed and the booking officer out front said, “Detective Sherwood, I mean Bolinger,” she corrected, “someone is here to see you.”

      “Okay.  Does this someone have a name?”  She glanced at Harding, who sat across the desk from her, shrugging.  The woman was sometimes a little clueless.

      “Uh, yes,” she practically whispered.  “It’s that model.  Regina Welch.  She says you might remember her.”  She hesitated a moment.  “She’s gorgeous, even without much makeup.”

      “I’ll be right out,” Olivia said and disconnected, wondering what Regina Welch could possibly want with her.

      Harding jumped to his feet.  “Regina Welch is here?” he asked.  His face melted into a buttery smile.  “I’m in love!  That woman is so damn hot!”  He folded his hands together as if in prayer and looked upward.  “Thank you, God.”

      Olivia shook her head and gave her partner an eye roll.  “Quit acting like an idiot.   She’s here to see me, not you.”

      His smile faded.  “Come on.  Don’t be so stingy.  Share the love.  How do you know her anyway?”

      “I don’t know her.  I met her.  Once.”

      “Okay, then how about at least introducing me?”

      Olivia knew it was pointless to argue.  Harding would just find some reason to barge in on them anyway.  “Fine.”

      He offered her a high five, which she ignored as she headed out of her office and down the hall.

      [image: ]

      Regina sat across the desk from Olivia Sherwood Bolinger, while Olivia’s partner, Detective Ryan Harding, sat on the edge of the desk.  One long jean clad leg dangled over the side.  The man hadn’t taken his eyes off her since they were introduced.  She had to admit he was an extremely attractive African American, from the top of his bald head to the tips of his expensive leather boots.  All virile male except for the goofy looking smile pasted on his face.

      But she’d gotten used to it over the years.  Most women hated her, and the men fawned over her, so much so they sometimes looked like village idiots.  She had been fortunate to be born with her mother’s Romanian attributes rather than her father’s rugged somber looks.

      “So, how can I help you, Regina?” Olivia asked.

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d remember me.”

      “Of course.  We met at Marci Dailey’s wake.  You were married to Derek’s cousin Garrett, right?”

      “Yes, for about a minute.”  She frowned.  “I heard you and Derek got married and had twins.”

      “Yes, they’re almost ten months old now.”  She turned the family photo on her desk to show Regina.  There was Derek and Olivia, each holding an infant, sandwiched between two teenagers; a boy and a girl.  “Derek stays at home with the babies while I’m at work.”

      Regina shook her head.  “I can’t believe it.  Hardly the Derek I once knew.  He was always such a playboy.”  Then realizing perhaps she shouldn’t have criticized the detective’s husband she said, “Sorry.”

      Olivia grinned.  “It’s okay.  He’s changed quite a bit.  He’s no longer the playboy or the prick I first met.”

      Detective Harding raised a brow.  “Now why do women think all men are pricks?”

      Regina sucked in a breath and let it out slowly.  “I’m not sure, Detective, but most of them are.  At least the ones I know.”  Harding looked hurt by her comment, but she was not about to apologize.  She had met and dated her share of pricks over the years, and had even married one.

      Olivia intervened.  “So, how can I help you?” she asked again.

      “My brother was murdered.  My stepbrother, actually.   He’s a detective here.  Rory Jamison.”

      Olivia gasped and Harding got to his feet.  “I didn’t hear anything about Jamison,” Harding said and glanced at his partner.  “Did you?”

      Slumping in her chair, Olivia said, “No.  I’m so sorry, Regina.  I had no idea Rory was your brother.  But where did this happen?  When did it happen?  I just saw him yesterday.  And nothing was on the complaint list from last night.”

      “Somewhere in Ashton Falls.  It was early this morning.  Two twenty-six to be exact.”

      “Harding, go find out who is working the case,” Olivia said then concentrated on Regina.  “Tell me what happened.”

      Once Harding left the room, Regina leaned forward, nudging the glass of green slime out of the way.  “Look, I didn’t want to say anything in front of your partner.  The less people know about my curse the better.”

      Olivia’s eyes opened wider.  “What curse would that be?”

      “Well, as you probably already know, I’m a bit of a psychic.  I get premonitions sometimes and can oftentimes read people’s minds.  I know Garrett had shared my warning with Derek about his daughter Harper.  Before she was shot, I had a premonition that something bad was going to happen to that poor girl.  And it did.”

      “I remember.  Derek had told me.”

      Detective Harding shuffled back into the office and stood beside Olivia’s desk.  “No one has heard anything.  I tried Jamison’s cell but it went to voice mail.”

      Regina straightened in the chair. “That’s because he’s dead.”  Her hands trembled, and she hid them in her lap.  She was trying her best not to break down in front of them.  She needed to stay clearheaded.

      “His shift doesn’t start until eight.”  Harding glanced at his watch.  “It’s only seven forty.  He may show up soon.”

      “He won’t be showing up.”  Regina dabbed at a tear.

      “Where did you get your information?” Detective Harding asked.

      “I didn’t get any information from anyone.”  She sighed, knowing she was going to have to explain further.  “I see things.  I . . .”  Regina licked her dry lips, not wanting to say anything more.

      “So, what are you saying?” Olivia asked.  “That you had a warning or a premonition that Rory was going to be murdered?”

      “No.  I didn’t get any warning.  But I know he’s dead.  I can feel it.  And he was shot at close range.”

      “Who shot him?”

      “I don’t know that.  But I woke this morning, knowing he was dead.”  Regina noticed Olivia glance up at her partner with a poker face.  She wasn’t buying it.  “You don’t believe me.”

      “I don’t know what to believe.  We haven’t gotten word that anything has happened to Jamison yet.  So, until we do . . .”

      “When I sat down, you were thinking about this awful protein shake,” Regina said, nodding to the plastic cup on the detective’s desk.  “And you were wondering if I had to drink such things to keep my figure.”

      Olivia blinked and her mouth dropped open.  “I was curious, was all.”

      “You were also wondering where I got my shoes and how much I paid for them.  And yes, they probably cost as much as you make in a week.”

      Olivia looked embarrassed, but Detective Harding seemed excited.  “This is fun.  Tell me what I’m thinking.”

      Regina frowned and replied with heavy irony.  “I don’t think it would be appropriate to say those kinds of things here.”

      He thumped his partner on the shoulder.  “She’s good.  She knew exactly what I was thinking.”

      Olivia shot him a frustrated look.  “Everyone knows what you’re thinking, Harding, because you never think about anything else.”

      The man seemed disappointed.

      “Olivia, please help me find Rory’s killer,” Regina begged.

      “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to do that, when we don’t even know where Rory is.  Is there anything else you can tell us that might help?”

      Shaking her head, Regina said, “No.  I’m sorry.”

      They were interrupted by a knock on the door although it was open.  Regina pivoted in her chair to get a look at who was joining them.

      A large man, in his forties, and carrying an extra thirty pounds, stood in the doorway.  His short brown hair was gray at the temples.  He sported a bulbous nose and a ruddy complexion.  He wore cheap jeans with a Kelly green shirt and pine green blazer that looked a size too small for him.  Regina knew fashion, and this man needed some serious help in the wardrobe department.

      Harding took a step toward him.  “Chief, this is Regina Welch.”  He paused.  “Regina Welch,” he said again, as if the man were deaf.

      “Yes, I heard you were speaking with her about Jamison.  Miss Welch,” he said.  “I’m Chief Booker.  Your brother was a good man.”

      Regina nearly jumped out of her skin.  She blew out a breath.  “You said he was a good man.  So, you found Rory?” she asked, standing and looking the man in the eye.

      “No,” he said.  “But I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      “What’s going on, Chief?” Olivia asked as she got to her feet.

      “Nothing.  It’s just that I got a call late last night, from Jamison.  He sounded upset about something.  Asked if I would meet him at that steak and egg place on Route twenty-one.  You know the one that’s open twenty-four hours?”

      Regina was not familiar with it, but nodded just the same.  “And what did he say when you met?”

      The man sucked in a breath and released it.  “Well, that’s just it.  He never showed.  I waited for about an hour then I went home and went to bed.”

      He was lying.  Regina knew something wasn’t right with his story.  She closed her eyes and opened her mind.  She had to know the truth, but nothing came.  Still, something wasn’t quite right, she decided, opening her eyes.

      “I figured he probably had a fight with his wife, or something, and needed a shoulder to lean on.”

      Regina shook her head back and forth.  “No!  That’s not what happened.”

      Alarmed, Chief Booker said, “That’s exactly what happened.”  He paused for a moment.  “I think he wanted to start a family and I don’t think Emily shared his enthusiasm.”  He lowered his gaze as if he were imagining the worst.

      “That doesn’t make sense.  Emily wanted children too.  She told me so.”

      “You don’t look very well, Ms. Welch.  Can I get you some water or something?”

      “No,” Regina said, her chest heaving.  Her breath came in short gasps as her limbs began to tremble.

      The man closed the distance between them and placed a hand on her elbow.  “Maybe you should sit down.”

      Suddenly, it came to her.  “It was you,” she said, moving away from him as if he had scorched her.  “You killed Rory!”

      He looked agitated, shaking his head in denial.  “Ms. Welch, you’ve obviously had a shock, but you can’t go around pointing fingers at people because it’s convenient.  Besides, we don’t know for sure your brother is dead.”

      “I apologize,” she said, glancing at Olivia then at Detective Harding.  Both looked as if they felt sorry for her.  They were wondering if she might be a bit psychotic.  And yet Harding was thinking he still wouldn’t mind screwing her, even if she were crazy.  Men were all pricks.

      She met the chief’s gaze once again, trying to get a read on him.  Her first instinct had been correct.  He was the man who had killed Rory.  She knew, and he knew she knew.  She could tell by the way he stared at her, his eyes blazing with anger and rage.

      “I’m sorry to have bothered you,” she said to no one in particular, pushing her way between Chief Booker and Detective Harding.

      And then she ran.
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      Garrett Bolinger smelled bacon cooking, and his stomach growled with anticipation.  But after a moment, he decided he must be dreaming.  He knew the woman in bed beside him did not know how to cook, or at least that was what she had said last night.  So it had to be a dream.  Besides, he heard water running so she must be in the shower and therefore could not be cooking breakfast at the same time.

      Hearing a snicker, he popped one eye open and saw two munchkins standing at the side of his bed, staring at him wide-eyed and wearing big grins.  The Oriental girl had silky black shoulder-length hair secured by a Minnie Mouse headband complete with big mouse ears, while the boy was of Hispanic descent, with chocolate eyes and fuzzy brown hair, cropped close to the scalp.

      Garrett closed his eye.  It was definitely a dream.  He did not have any children, nor did he want any ankle biters.

      One of them snickered again.

      “Go away,” he said, waving a hand in their direction even though his eyes were still closed.

      “We should go, Maylin,” the boy said in a low tone.  “Mom told us not to come in here.”

      “No, Manny.  You’re not the boss of me.  I wanna stay.”

      “I’m telling Mom,” Manny said.

      “Nobody likes a tattle tale, Manny,” Garrett said before realizing he couldn’t possibly be dreaming.  Slowly, he opened his eyes and stared at the pair of rug rats.  “Who are you guys?”

      “I’m Maylin,” the youngest said, “and this is my brother Manny.  It’s short for Emmanuel.”

      Garrett managed to sit up, keeping the sheet draped over his naked body.  “I mean, who are you?  What planet did you come from?”

      The kids exchanged a glance and laughed.  “Earth, silly,” Maylin said.  Manny nodded in agreement.

      What the hell!  “How did you get inside my house?”

      “Mom let us in,” Manny said.  “There was a key under the door mat.”

      What kind of mother would drop her kids off at a stranger’s home?  Or was she somewhere in the house?  Perhaps cooking breakfast?  Did he even know this woman?  Was she one of his casual affairs?  “Does your mom have a name?”

      They nodded in unison.

      “Well, don’t stand there looking all smug.  Tell me her damn name!”

      Manny threw a hand over his mouth.  “You said a swear word.”

      Just then the bathroom door opened at the same time the bedroom door opened.

      Last night’s date stood in the bathroom doorway, stark naked, gaping at the children and him while his ex-wife Regina Welch stood in the doorway to his bedroom.

      “Where did they come from?” his date asked, flinging her hand in the direction of the kids.  She scrunched her nose in disgust and took a step back.  It was as if the little brats had cooties and she was afraid of getting too close.

      “Brandi, go put some clothes on,” he ordered.

      “It’s Brenda!” the blonde said in a huff as she gathered her clothing and began dressing, not caring that he, his ex-wife and two kids had witnessed her nudity.  Although she had nothing to hide from Garrett as he had already seen every inch of her naked body.

      “Manny!  Maylin!” Regina yelled.  “Downstairs.  Now!”

      Perturbed, Garrett asked, “Regina, what are you doing here?” He reached over the side of the bed and located his boxers.  He slipped them on under the sheet.

      “She’s naked,” Manny said with a smile on his face as he pointed to Brandi, or Brenda, rather.

      Regina rushed toward Manny and covered his eyes with her hands as she led him blindly to the doorway and nudged him into the hall.  “Go watch cartoons.”

      Brenda turned up her nose again before yanking a tank top over her bare breasts.  “Are those your kids?” she asked Garrett, grabbing her jeans off the overstuffed chair in the corner.

      Garrett tossed the sheet back and got out of bed.  “Do they look like my kids?” he asked, holding his arms out in a helpless gesture.

      “Well, they don’t look like her kids either,” Brenda snapped, nodding at Regina.  She stuck a bare leg into her jeans, not bothering with her panties.  Garrett started wondering if she’d even worn panties.  Hell, he couldn’t remember after all those Margaritas.

      Brenda was right.  The kids didn’t look like they belonged to Regina either.  His ex-wife had her mother’s Romanian looks with porcelain skin, charcoal eyes, mahogany hair and full luscious lips.  She was tall and willowy.  At thirty-five she still had a model’s body.  Damn, if she didn’t look hot in her skin tight jeans and white t-shirt that accentuated her perfectly sized breasts.  He’d heard she had adopted a couple children, but this was the first he’d seen them.

      Regina came back for Maylin and took her by the hand.  “Honestly, Garrett,” she said, disgusted.

      “I don’t remember inviting you in,” he countered.

      “Are you sure they’re not your children?  Because if we’re going to continue seeing one another,” Brenda rambled on, “there’s something you should know.  I don’t like kids.”

      “Trust me, they’re not mine.  Regina and I have been divorced for ten years.  Those kids are only . . .”  He paused, trying to weigh a guess.  “Two and four,” he said.  Not that he had any intention of seeing Brenda again.  Yes, she was attractive, but she was no Regina Welch.  Not that he was comparing the two women.  Okay, so maybe he was.

      Maylin dropped her mother’s hand and turned to face Garrett.  “I’m five,” she said, hands on hips.  “And Manny is eight.”

      Smart ass.  “Okay, whatever,” he said.  “Go with your mother.”

      “Breakfast will be ready in ten minutes,” Regina said before shutting the bedroom door.

      Breakfast?  Since when did she start dropping by to make breakfast?  Was she out of her mind?  What the hell was going on?

      Brenda narrowed her blue eyes at him.  “Your ex-wife still cooks you breakfast?  This is getting a little awkward for me.  I mean, I like you, and you’re okay in bed, you know?  But this is . . . weird.”

      He was just okay in bed?  He thought last night’s performance deserved a ten, but then again he’d been a little drunk.  “Suit yourself,” he said, only too glad to be rid of her.  He needed to hop in the shower then find out what Regina was doing in his house.  She hadn’t cooked breakfast or anything else for him, since the day he had told her he wanted a divorce.  And she hadn’t stopped by to see him in a long time.  What could she possibly want?  He was almost afraid to find out.

      The last time they’d spoken she had warned him something bad was going to happen to his cousin Derek’s teenage daughter.  And sure enough the poor girl had been shot.  But that had been more than a year and a half ago.  He sure as hell hoped she wasn’t there to tell him something bad was going to happen to him this time.  He didn’t like guns and he certainly did not want to get shot with one.  Garrett grimaced at the thought.

      [image: ]

      Regina was still horrified at the scene her children had just witnessed upstairs in Garrett’s bedroom.  She should have known better than to seek help from her ex.  Garrett Bolinger was a man whore!

      But looking into Chief Booker’s eyes, and knowing his thoughts, had terrified her.  He wanted her silenced.  She’d tried to think of the last place anyone would think to look for her and the kids, and Garrett came to mind.  Anyone who knew her also knew she loathed the man.  So why would anyone think for a minute she would go to her ex-husband for help?  That was the point.

      Until Rory’s murder was solved, and the chief of police behind bars, Regina needed to do what had to be done to keep her and the children out of harm’s way.  And if that meant putting up with Garrett then she would have to grin and bear it.  She didn’t have another option.

      “Can you turn that thing down?”  Garrett said.

      He must have come down the stairs.  They needed to talk in private.  She’d already fed Manny and Maylin before they’d wondered off and found a naked woman in Garrett’s bedroom.

      As she dished up the scrambled eggs on a plate for Garrett, she heard Manny say, “My mom’s really mad at you.”

      “Is that so?  Well, maybe you and your mom shouldn’t break into people’s homes uninvited.  There are laws against that sort of thing.  She could go to jail.  You and Minnie Mouse too.”

      It was just like Garrett to threaten a child.  What was wrong with that man?  She peeked around the corner to watch the exchange.  The kids sat side-by-side on the leather sofa in front of the big screen television.  A cartoon character was frozen on the screen.  Manny had obviously hit the pause button.

      Maylin giggled.  “My name isn’t Minnie Mouse.  It’s Maylin.”  She looked up at Garrett with her dark eyes and blinked.

      “Yeah?  Well, that’s a stupid name.  I’ll just call you Minnie.  It goes better with Manny, anyway, don’t you think?”

      “I guess so,” she said.

      Regina fought back a smile.  Garrett was teasing her daughter.  At least she hoped so.

      Manny chimed in.  “Mom said we’re on an adventure.”

      “An adventure?  What are you guys?  Cat burglars?”

      The kids looked at each other and laughed.

      Blinking again, Maylin asked, “What’s a cat burglar?”

      “It’s someone who breaks into another person’s house and steals things.”

      “We didn’t steal anything,” Manny said.

      “Not yet,” Garrett said.  “But you two look a little sneaky.  And don’t mess up anything on my TV.”

      “Your milk is sour,” Maylin said.

      “Maybe I like it that way.”

      “Ooooh, gross,” Maylin said.

      “You’re mean,” Manny told Garrett.  “And your girlfriend’s mean too.  She didn’t even say goodbye when she left.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Is that why you forgot her name?”

      “Kid, you ask too many questions,” Garrett said by way of explanation.

      “If she’s not your girlfriend then why was she in your bedroom?  Naked?” Manny added.

      Regina rolled her eyes and decided it was a good time to intervene.  “Garrett, breakfast is ready.  I made bacon and scrambled eggs with cheese, just the way you like them.”

      Their eyes met.  He may be a man whore, but the man was still as handsome as ever.  And he knew it.  All the Bolinger men; Garrett, his brother Jack and his two cousins, Derek and Will, all had black hair and onyx eyes, all were tall and well proportioned, and all had egos the size of a blimp.

      Garrett had aged over the past ten years.  Too much partying if you were to ask her.  But not enough that it had spoiled his sexy edge.  If only he weren’t so despicable.

      He hadn’t bothered to shave, but he’d showered and put on fresh jeans and an expensive shirt.  The man had always known how to dress to impress.  It was one of the things that had attracted her to him.  But being that he was one of the executives at Bolinger Emporium, she would expect no less.  It was his job to know fashion.

      She too loved fashion and had only gotten into modeling by accident.  Shortly after graduating high school, she’d been shopping at a nearby mall.  There was a fashion show going on and apparently one of the models hadn’t
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