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Prologue
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Malone was going to kill me.

There wasn’t a doubt in my mind. He was going to kill me.

I knew it in my heart, in my soul—right down to the marrow of my bones. From the top of my wavy red locks to the bright, red polish on my toenails, I knew without a doubt that it was a sure thing.

Malone was going to kill me.

But first, I had to get out alive.

He’d warned me time and again to mind my own business. Why didn’t I listen to reason? How could it be that less than four months after I narrowly escaped certain death at the hands of a psychotic bikini-bar waitress, I found myself in another situation where my chances of survival were slim? Only this time, it was not just my life on the line. I had somebody else counting on me.

Now it was up to me. I needed to figure out a way to get us out of here, fast, because right now, time was rapidly running out on me. Make that us. There was no way I was leaving alone, but there sure as hell was no way I wanted to stick around. Right now, all I really wanted was to be back in my cozy little home, curled up on the plush sofa I affectionately call “The Jewish Aunt,” waiting for Malone to come home from work. But I knew that was not going to happen.

We were trapped. And waiting on the other side of that wall was someone who would rather see us sliced open on a coroner’s slab than walking out the door. And to help them make that wish come true, they were setting the wall on fire.

Malone may have to wait in line to kill me. 
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Chapter One



[image: ]


It was the day after Christmas when my cell phone rang. I flipped it open without even a glimpse at the screen. “No refunds, no exchanges,” I said.

“Jay Kay, where the hell are you?” a sultry voice demanded.

“Linda!”

“I’m standing here in your apartment building, freezing my cute little ass off. And your door is locked. You never ever lock your door.”

“When did you get back in town?”

“Two hours ago. Logan and I couldn’t wait to see you. So where are you?”

I gave her directions to the new place. Linda was on her way.

Someone far smarter than me once told me that if we’re lucky, we’ll get to have one true friend who will always be with us, no matter what’s going on in our lives. They may not be in attendance each day, and there may be months when you don’t speak or get to see them face to face, but deep down you know they will always be there for you. And you’ll be there for them. Turns out, I found my true friend when I was six years old.

Linda and I met in the first grade and we became inseparable. A teacher once remarked that we were ‘twin daughters of different mothers’. I honestly had no idea what she meant. It was years before I took it as a compliment. Linda and I bonded. We cried on each other’s shoulders. We flirted with the same boys, all through elementary school, high school, and college. I was her maid of honor when she tied the knot, and the first person she called when she was getting divorced. We never bothered with pinkie swearing, a blood oath, or the spit-in-your-palm-before-the-handshake routine. We didn’t need it. We just knew.

As I ran from room to room doing a quick clean up from the sexual romps Malone and I had enjoyed before he went to work his shift at the State Police post, I realized Linda and I had a lot of catching up to do. On my way past the bathroom, I grabbed a damp bath towel.

In early October, Linda had taken a leave of absence from her job as a history teacher at the high school in Northville. Her mother, Gracie, had fallen and broken her hip. Years ago, Gracie moved to Raleigh, North Carolina to get away from the Michigan winters. Gracie had no desire to live in Florida, an area she considered nothing more than ‘God’s waiting room’, but she liked the warmer climate of Raleigh just fine. Knowing that her mother would need assistance following her surgery, Linda hadn’t blinked twice about taking the time off to be with her. The school agreed to her absence. She was due back at the blackboards with the first classes in January.

I heard the thump of a car door and a great deal of noise. Opening the front door, I was nearly bowled over by Logan. His enthusiastic greetings can be overwhelming. Kneeling in the doorway, I wrapped my arms around him as he covered my face with wet, sloppy kisses.

“Logan, baby, I’ve missed you.”

He didn’t verbalize a response, but I could tell he was happy to see me. Logan’s a golden retriever, the most, well-behaved dog I’ve ever known. I rubbed his coat with the towel, and then wiped his paws so he wouldn’t track snow or mud through the house. Once I released him, he scurried off to investigate.

“Jay Kay, you look fantastic,” Linda said as she swept me into her arms.

We hugged for several minutes without saying another word. Good friends can do that. At length, we went into the kitchen to make some tea. There was so much to talk about I didn’t know where to start.

On Christmas Eve, while Malone was at work, I had dismantled my cherry kitchen table and brought it from the apartment in stages. There was no way I wanted to have our first, true meal, Christmas dinner to boot, while sitting at a card table and folding chairs. Linda got cozy, shedding her scarf and winter coat, while I got the kettle boiling.

I took a good look at her. As happens every so often, a flare of jealousy flittered across my mind. I couldn’t help it. She was so damn gorgeous.

Linda is about five feet, five inches tall, which is two inches shorter than me. But there’s no mistaking the physical differences between us. Where I have a narrow body and very meager curves, Linda is blessed with both va-va and voom. She’s slender and curvaceous, a result of great genes, which makes her hourglass figure that much more incredible. Topping it off is a thick mane of curly, dark brown hair that rolls about her shoulders every time she turns her head. When the humidity is up, the curls just intensify.

If she wasn’t my best friend, I’d probably hate her strictly on principle.

But it’s Linda’s face that can stop traffic, or halt conversations mid-word. Her features are the envy of fashion models. A narrow, aquiline nose, sparkling, baby blue eyes, and a Cupid’s bow mouth complete the package. There is nearly always a hint of mischief on her face, as if she’s in on a secret that if you’re really lucky, she’ll share with you. And her eyes can look right through you and touch your soul.

“Jay Kay, this is so unlike you. When we talked two weeks ago, you never said anything about moving.”

“What can I say? I suddenly had the urge to get out of the apartment.”

While the water was boiling, I gave her a quick tour of the house. Linda’s eyes widened when she saw the size of the master suite and the marble fixtures in the bath. Logan padded along with us, sniffing at everything that caught his attention. When we returned to the kitchen, he sprawled under the table. I set out a bowl of water for him within easy reach. Kicking off my slippers, I began to rub my bare feet on his fur coat. It was heavenly. We both enjoyed it.

Linda waited until we had our mugs of tea and a plate of Christmas cookies between us. Then she propped that lovely chin in the palm of her left hand, fixed those dazzling, baby blue eyes on me, and began the interrogation.

“I saw men’s clothes hanging in that closet, Jay Kay. There’s a razor on the sink and two toothbrushes. And you’ve been dodging my questions long distance about a new romance. But one look at you is all I need. You’ve been getting laid. A lot! So start talking.”

I felt the color rush to my face. Linda has always been direct. In some ways, she reminds me of my stepfather, Bert.

“Not much to tell,” I said, stalling for time. “He’s just some stud I picked up by the side of the road. He reminded me of Logan, so I couldn’t resist.”

“Logan’s a great dog, but he sleeps on the floor, not with me. I’m not buying this line of shit, Jamie,” she said with a gentle smile.

“Tell me about your mom,” I said.

Linda sipped her tea and took a minuscule bite out of a cookie. “Mom’s fine. Her recovery is right on schedule. She insisted we fly out early this morning, so I can get back to my normal life before school starts. I think she’s got a boyfriend and she wanted to get busy with him for New Year’s Eve. Now stop trying to change the subject and tell me.”

She looked so serious I burst out laughing. Linda threw the rest of her cookie at me. It bounced off my shoulder and landed on the floor by Logan’s nose. Before I could pick it up, he’d taken care of it.

“His name is Malone,” I said when the laughter faded.

“Is that his first or last name?”

“He only goes by Malone.”

Linda raised her eyebrows. “He sounds mysterious. I like him already. Tell me more. Tell me everything. I want to hear every juicy morsel, especially the sex parts.”

So I told Linda everything about Malone. It was dark when my story ended. I let Logan outside to do his business. We decided to drop him off at Linda’s place and go out to Mexican Village for the best Mexican food around. I realized we’d been talking for three hours, but there was still so much more to tell her.

* * * *
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I started the fire in the hearth an hour before Malone was due. It was more for atmosphere than anything else, since I knew he would keep me warm on our temporary nest on the floor where the air mattress and sleeping bags waited. The majority of my furniture was still at my apartment. I could easily picture the big sofa on the wall, facing the windows. The rocker could go near the front door. There was room for the entertainment center on either side of the fireplace. I wiggled deeper into the down sleeping bags, wishing for Malone to come home.

A few minutes later, I heard the key in the door. He entered through the side door by the kitchen, leaving his boots on the landing and his coat on a convenient hook. He came through the arch from the kitchen and stood there, looking at the fire and me.

“Hey, Jamie.”

“Hello, Romeo. Come warm me up.”

“No way could I refuse such an invitation.”

He paused long enough to peel off his sweater and jeans. Then he was inside the sleeping bag, drawing me into his arms. The fact that I was only wearing perfume made him pull me that much closer. Apparently, confessing all the details to Linda earlier had made me realize how aroused Malone could get me. He was busy kissing his way down my body. Okay, so I was horny. Can you blame me?

“So, how was your day, dear?” I gasped between kisses.

“It was business as usual. No homicides, no shootings, a couple of accidents, and a few tickets, but a relatively calm day.” Malone brought his face closer so that I could see how his cobalt blue eyes danced in the firelight. “You really want to talk now?”

I took his face in my hands and started kissing him back. “Talking is greatly overrated. But I did have some excitement today.”

“Want to have some excitement now?”

I pushed him onto his back and slid on top of him. “We can always talk later.”

“Much later,” Malone said.

* * * *
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We never did get around to talking. It must have been after four when we dozed off. I remember Malone throwing a couple more birch logs on the fire, and the image of his naked body framed in the firelight. The next thing I knew, there was a buzzing noise by my head. It took a few seconds for my brain to connect enough neurons to realize it was my cell phone.

It was the moving company I had lined up to haul my belongings over from the apartment. Apparently they had a cancelation and would be able to squeeze me in tomorrow if I was interested. As much as I liked playing campfire with Malone, the idea of cuddling up in my own bed was a winner. I made arrangements to meet them at the apartment at eight the next morning.

As I closed the phone, I glanced at the little display that showed the time. It was almost ten. Linda was due any minute! And I had never told Malone about her. Realizing that we were both naked inside the sleeping bags gave me incentive to move. Malone was on his back, snoring softly. I had been sprawled halfway across his body, luxuriating in the feeling of my legs brushing against his. Now I leaned up and nibbled his ear.

“Malone, we need to get dressed. We’re having visitors any minute.”

He didn’t wake up. Instead he slid his left hand down my body and cupped my ass. I could feel certain parts of his body start to respond. Reluctantly, I pushed him away. Sneaking a peek at the window, I hoped no one was looking. I crawled out of the nest and scampered into the bathroom for a quick shower.

Ten minutes later, I donned a robe and dried my hair with a towel. Quickly, I ran into the bedroom and pulled on some clothes. I was just brushing out my hair when the doorbell rang. Logan let out a couple of friendly barks. I got to the front door just as Malone began to rise from the sleeping bag.

“Stay put, Malone.”

“What’s going on?” His voice was a hoarse rasp. Obviously, he wasn’t fully awake yet.

“It’s a long story, but a good one.”

I opened the door and Logan leaped into the room. He swiveled his head, checking out the surroundings then bounded onto the sleeping bags and began to nuzzle Malone. Linda stepped into the foyer and closed the door behind her. She gave me a hug.

“I think Logan wants to play,” she said with a laugh.

Malone snapped both eyes open at the sound of her voice. Did I mention before that she has a sultry voice? It’s been compared to Kathleen Turner, the Hollywood actress whose voice was even used in an animated film for a sexy character. Malone pushed Logan’s snout to the side and worked himself into a sitting position, keeping everything covered from the waist down. He glanced at me, and then moved his eyes over to Linda.

“Malone, meet Linda Davis, my best friend.”

Linda flashed a smile. “Think I’ll wait until you’re dressed to shake hands.”

Logan was now curled on top of the sleeping bag beside Malone. He reached over and rubbed the dog’s head. “Maybe I’d better grab a shower.”

“Clothes would be good too,” I said.

“Don’t go to any trouble on my account,” Linda said with a wicked grin.

I grabbed her hand and pulled her into the kitchen. Once we were in by the stove, Malone scrambled from the nest and ducked into the bathroom. Linda caught a glimpse of his muscular reflection in the window.

“He’s gorgeous,” Linda gushed excitedly. “I’m so happy for you!”

We sat in the kitchen, waiting for Malone. He didn’t take long to shower and pull on the jeans and sweater he’d been wearing last night. His hair was still slightly damp as he walked into the kitchen. He paused beside Linda’s chair and extended a hand.

“I’m Malone.”

She looked at his hand and slowly shook her head. Linda rose from her chair, slipped her arms around his waist and gave him a hug. She even leaned up for a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks for taking such good care of my Jamie.”

“It’s been a challenge, but mostly, it’s been a pleasure,” he said.

I reached over and took his hand, pulling him closer. There was a brief wave of jealousy that rippled through my stomach, seeing Linda with her arms around him. I glanced up at him. Malone’s eyes locked on mine and I got one of those low voltage smiles of his that I love.

Linda went to the side door to let Logan out.

“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” I said.

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“Are you in a coma? Just look at her!”

Malone pulled me from the chair and dipped me backward. “I don’t need to look at her, Jamie. If I want to see beautiful, I just need to look at you.” Still dipping me, he bent down and gave me a long, hot, wet kiss. He only straightened up when Linda cleared her throat.

“Apparently things are heating up in the kitchen. Maybe I should come back later,” she said with a wide smile on her face. Even from here I could see her eyes sparkling with delight.

Malone shook his head. “No, we’re fine. That’s just how we say good morning.”

I knew my face was flushed from his attentions. But Linda’s response cranked it up even more.

“If that’s good morning, I can only imagine what ‘good night’ looks like.”

* * * *
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We went out for brunch at a diner that specialized in breakfast. Linda left Logan curled up on the front seat of her car. With his permanent fur coat, we knew he’d be toasty warm since it was in the low forties that morning. Over brunch I told them about my call from the movers. We decided to go to the apartment and bring over a load or two of incidentals and my computer equipment.

Malone checked his watch. “What time are the movers coming tomorrow?”

“Eight. We’ll have to get up early and drive over.”

“Maybe you should spend the night at the apartment. Your last night, for old time’s sake,” Linda said, giving me an exaggerated wink.

Malone glanced at me and shook his head. “Actually, I was going to crash at my place tonight. I have to be in court first thing in the morning.”

“Why, Max, don’t you want to sleep with me?” I asked, batting my lashes at him.

“You know I do, but by the time I get home, the odds of us sleeping are greatly diminished.”

“Jay Kay, can’t you control your urges?” Linda asked, trying to keep the grin from her face.

“Of course I can. See how politely I’m behaving right now.”

Malone made a show of picking my hand off his lap and raising it above the table, before setting it beside my coffee mug. Well, I thought I looked innocent. Linda just shook her head at me and laughed.

She knows me too well.

I turned to Malone. “Max, are you trying to get out of helping me move into our new place?”

“I’d be happy to take over some things before work today, but I have to be back at the post for my shift at three. Somehow I don’t think the other residents of the apartment building would look very kindly on you if I’m tromping up and down the stairs at two in the morning.”

“Jay Kay, you did spring this on us fairly quickly. We’ll take over as much as we can today and leave the heavy stuff for the guys with the muscles,” Linda said.

I winked at her over the rim of my coffee mug. “You certainly are quick to take Max’s side on this.”

She looked closely at Malone for a moment. “Is Max really your name?”

He shook his head. “I only use Malone. Jamie’s been trying to figure out my first name since we started dating. Each day I see her, she gives me a new name, in the hope that someday she’ll get the right one.”

“Jay Kay, you really are a piece of work,” she said with another laugh.

Malone waited until the waitress removed our dirty dishes and refilled our coffee mugs. His eyes kept moving between the two of us. I saw one of those low voltage smiles playing at the corners of his mouth.

“So why do you call Jamie Jay Kay?” he asked.

Linda looked down, her eyes trying to find an escape route under the table. I had to bite my lip to keep from giggling at her. Exasperated at being caught so soon after meeting him, Linda drew a deep breath and composed herself.

“It’s her initials.”

“No, her middle name is Rae. So her initials wouldn’t be Jay Kay.”

“I’ve called her that since we were about ten.”

“But why do you call her that?” Malone asked again.

I felt like I was at a tennis match, watching the volley go back and forth. This was good and it was too much fun to intervene. Nobody flusters Linda.

“Okay, it’s not really her initials,” Linda said, taking her time to add a dollop of cream to her coffee.

“I know,” Malone said softly, “but you still didn’t answer my question.”

Linda looked at me. “Is he always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Determined, focused, single-minded in his pursuit of an answer.”

I shrugged. “He’s a cop, Linda. It comes with the territory.”

She looked back at him and made a production out of sipping her coffee.

“So?” Malone asked again.

“Better tell him, Linda, or we’ll never get out of here.”

“Fine! I call her Jay Kay, and it is for initials. But they’re not her initials. She was awkward as a kid, always bumping into things, tripping over her own two feet. I used to tease her and say she’d gotten an extra dose of the klutz gene. So I started calling her ‘Just a Klutz’, but I was afraid I might slip up and say it in front of other kids, who would pick on her. So I changed it to ‘J A K’, and then shortened it to ‘Jay Kay’. I’ve called her that ever since.”

“I see,” Malone said.

“And I call her—”

“Don’t you dare say another word!” Linda snapped and grabbed my arm.

“It’s only fair, Algae. You told him the basis for my nickname, so I should get to tell him yours.”

“Algae?” Malone asked with a bewildered look on his face. “Like seaweed?”

She let go of my arm and slumped back in the booth. “LG. As in Linda Gail, which are my real names and my real initials. It just sounds funny.”

“You started it,” I said, linking my arm through Malone’s.

“You two are something else, a klutz and seaweed. What a pair. And they say guys have strange nicknames.”

Linda proceeded to kick his shin under the table. “Shut up, Malone.”
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I was back at the apartment for one last night. Linda was having dinner with Crystal, a friend from college who had just returned from her own holiday vacation. Malone was working. I walked slowly around the apartment, pausing here and there for reflection. After so many years of living in the same place, you’d think my memory banks would be overflowing with special occasions I was going to miss.

But that wasn’t the case.

It turns out that most of those fond memories were all from the jammed packed last four months. And they all included Malone.

I sat on the Brentwood rocker with a mug of tea. The room was filled with cardboard boxes. Everything that wasn’t nailed down was ready for the movers. Linda and I had hauled what we could from the kitchen and bathroom earlier. Malone had taken my computer and stored it in the house. I’d emptied the closets in stages, moving linens and towels and my hang-up stuff before Christmas. Even the refrigerator was empty.

I looked at the “Jewish Aunt,” if two people should sit on it, the sofa automatically pushes them together. If I stretched out on it, I could sink down into the cushions and disappear. Sleep would follow shortly.

I was more restless than tired. Moving out of the apartment was a decision I’d made weeks ago and was already accustomed to it. After only a few nights, the little house was already feeling like home. Now that Linda was back, I could begin to make new memories there with Malone and my best friend. I realized now how much I’d missed her the last few months. The fact that I never even told Malone about her shows how preoccupied I’d been. Guess I could blame a big part of that on him. I thought about how quickly things were moving for us. I tried, unsuccessfully, to remember the last night we hadn’t spent together. How was that possible? Now I started feeling sorry for myself, missing him.

As I was finishing my tea, my cell phone rang. It was almost midnight. I didn’t even bother to look at the display screen. “Hi, Max.”

“Hi, Jamie. You’d better get some sleep. It will be a busy day tomorrow with the movers.” Malone’s deep voice softly tickled my ear.

“Yeah, well, I’ve kind of gotten out of the habit of sleeping alone.”

He chuckled quietly. “It’s only one night, Jay.”

“What can I say, Max? You’ve spoiled me.”

“Jamie, what am I going to do with you?”

“I’ve got a few ideas.” I got out of the rocker and started toward the bedroom.

He was laughing now. “Such as?”

“Well, there’s the kitchen counter, the ‘aunt’, the shower, the hallway, the...”

“Jamie,” Malone said.

I realized his voice was right behind me. He was standing in the doorway, the cell phone in one hand, keys in the other.

“Malone!” I ran to him and threw my arms around his neck. “You missed me so much...”

“Jamie,” he said, scooping me up and carrying me to the ‘aunt’.

“Yes, Max?”

“No more talking.”

Who could argue with logic like that?

* * * *
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It seemed like only a moment after he’d swept me up in his arms that Malone was gently nudging me awake. I pried open one eyelid and stared at his profile. He was nuzzling my neck, his lips moving closer to that little spot behind my ear that drives me crazy. Suddenly I was very awake. Just as I was reaching for him, the rat slid out of bed.

“Time to get moving, Jay. I need to run home, shower, change, and get to court.”

“Malone, that’s no way to start the morning,” I groaned.

I got a brief flash of his buns as he pulled on his jeans. “Technically, we started the morning when I got here last night. Or have you forgotten our passion?”

Blushing, I turned over so he couldn’t see it. Thinking back, it would be difficult to determine who was attacking whom last night. I do remember we started on the sofa. Since I’d packed all the towels, we’d skipped the shower. Malone found the box with the quilt in it and we’d swiped the cushions from the ‘aunt’ for pillows. Somehow, he’d coaxed me into a warm bath, where things got very steamy. We’d wrapped up in the quilt, slightly damp, but mellow around two-thirty.

“What time is it, Ramon?”

“Quarter to seven. If you hustle, you can get things back in the boxes before the movers get here.”

I turned back to face him. “Have you ever known me to ‘hustle’ in the morning? Do I spring out of bed, fresh as a daisy and ready to face the day, particularly when it’s still cold and dark outside?”

Malone drew me close for a long kiss. “I’ve got to go. The movers will be thrilled if you’re still naked when they arrive.”

I watched him slide off the bed and head for the door. Wrapping the quilt around me, I followed him out into the hallway. He stepped into his boots and pulled on his winter coat.

“Thanks for spending the night, Ramon.”

He flashed me one of those low voltage smiles that I love. “Nowhere else I’d rather be, Jay. I’ll see you tonight.”

As he went out the door, I wondered if I’d get a discount from the movers if I didn’t get dressed. Chances were, they’d probably charge me extra.

* * * *
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Home. What a cozy, comforting sound those four little letters make. I was home now, with everything moved in from the apartment and everything in its place. I hoped Malone would like the new arrangements. I wondered if he’d be pleased with what we’d accomplished today.

After he’d left, I’d scrambled into my clothes, packed away the quilt, and had run down to the bakery for coffee and muffins. I’d even brought a box of donuts for the movers. It was amazing how quickly they made them disappear. By ten-thirty, they had packed the last box on the truck. Linda met me at the house. She helped coordinate the placement of the furniture. Logan had watched the activity from the kitchen, where she’d tied his leash to the table. By four o’clock, the movers were gone. We were sprawled at opposite ends of the ‘aunt’, catching our breath. Logan was prowling the house now, inspecting our efforts.

“I’m impressed, Jay Kay. You got everything moved in before the end of the month. This will be quite a start for the new year,” Linda said.

I’d forgotten all about the holiday. Today was the twenty-eighth. Linda and I always spent New Year’s Eve together. I watched Logan come in and collapse by the hearth.

“Do you have any plans for the thirty-first?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Nothing special. I thought we’d be spontaneous and see what’s going on.”

Something didn’t feel right. Before I could respond, my cell phone rang. Malone. Linda swiped it from my hand.

“Ms. Richmond’s estate,” she said in that sultry voice, “how may I help you?”

I couldn’t make out the words, but Malone’s voice was evident.

“Yes, I will make certain she has a nourishing meal...what’s...that...vitamins...extra...towels...candles...more firewood...I’d better start a grocery list...oysters...thigh high stockings?”

I pounced on her and struggled to get my phone back. Linda put some extra sultry in her voice. “Ms. Richmond will speak with you now.” She pushed me away and took Logan outside.

“Hey, Jamie,” Malone said, laughing.

“Hey, Ramon, what’s up?”

“Just wondering if you got everything settled in?”

“Yeah, the movers left a while ago. I think we’re going to get a pizza. Should we save you some?”

“Sure. No anchovies.”

“Don’t worry. They give Logan gas.”

“He ain’t the only one.”

I didn’t know if he meant me or him. But I had something else on my mind. “Malone, didn’t we have plans for New Year’s Eve?”

There was a lengthy pause. I realized I’d forgotten something important.

“Jamie, we’re going to the event at the Westin. I got the night off. I gave you the tickets Christmas Day. Remember? There’s a lavish dinner, dancing to a full orchestra, watching the ball drop at midnight. Remember?”

Now I did. He’d bought the tickets and wrapped them up as one of my presents. We had talked about going formal. Malone was even going to wear a tuxedo.

“Is something wrong, Jay?”

“No, Malone. I just got so swept up in your romantic evening that I forgot all about Linda. We always spend New Year’s Eve together.”

He paused again. Then as he has done so many times before, Malone surprised me.

“Can she get a date? I know I can still get tickets.”

“Malone, do you remember what she looks like? Getting a date is never a problem for her.”

“Then set it up, Jay, it’s my treat. Listen I have to go.”

“Malone!”

“Yes, Jay?”

“You’re incredible.”

“See you tonight.”

* * * *
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“Jay Kay, you can’t be serious. New Year’s Eve is only three days away!”

“Don’t argue with me, Algae. It’s all set. Look at the brochure. We’re talking a lavish dinner, dancing to a real big band orchestra, champagne at midnight, and an enormous breakfast buffet at one when the band stops playing. You’re going. That’s all there is to it.”

Linda tucked her feet underneath her and sank deeper into the cushions of the sofa. “You said you guys are going formal. I don’t have a dress for something like that. And I’ll need to get someone to stay with Logan. And besides...”

“...besides what?”

She looked out the window at the fading afternoon sun. “Besides, I don’t have a date. I’ve been gone forever. And I hadn’t been dating anyone seriously for a couple of months before that.”

Thinking back I realized we’d both been available a lot back in the summer. We had spent a great deal of time together and didn’t need men to complicate things. But now it was a different story.

“And before you get any ideas, going out with someone for a first date on New Year’s Eve is too bizarre,” Linda said. “I’ll just stay home with Logan and watch movies on cable.”

I looked at her closely. She was serious. I reached over and gently took both of her hands in mine. “Algae.”

“Yes, Jay Kay?”

“Bullshit.”

She tried to jerk her hands free but I held tight.

“I repeat. Bullshit. You will be going out on New Year’s Eve with me and Malone. I won’t take no for an answer and neither will Malone. So let’s go drop fur face at home and hit the mall. We’ve got some serious shopping to do.”

“Jay Kay...”

“...it’s my treat. Think of it as a belated Christmas present. And by the way, I have the perfect date in mind for you.”

A skeptical look crossed her face. “Don’t even think about fixing me up with a cop, Jay Kay. You got the one-in-a-million shot.”

“No, the man I have in mind is not a cop. You could say he’s just what the doctor ordered. Now get your coat.”

I did have the perfect guy in mind for Linda.

* * * *
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We drove to Linda’s house in separate cars. While she was getting Logan comfortable at home, I made the call. When I got him on the line, it took all of two minutes to describe the situation and get the answer I was looking for. I couldn’t help smiling when Linda got in my car. But I didn’t tell her a thing.

We headed out to Somerset Mall. In addition to the swanky stores, I knew we’d find a number of shops that would be having after-Christmas sales. Despite her feeble protests about shopping, Linda got into the spirit of things by the time we hit the second store. She found a gorgeous red dress. It had one shoulder bare, a tight bodice, and a flared skirt slit along one side, revealing a lot of leg. With her curly, brown hair, the color was perfect for her.

I had been looking for months for a little black dress. As luck would have it, I found one. It left both shoulders bare and hugged me in ways only Malone ever did. Linda’s eyes widened when I modeled it for her.

“Do you like it?” I asked.

“Jay Kay, it’s perfect. The only question will be how long Malone can control himself when he sees you in it.”

“I’m taking that as a compliment. Now we need to keep going.”

“We got the dresses we came for, why would we keep going?” Linda asked.

“Baby, everything is on sale. It’s the perfect opportunity to get shoes to go with these gowns. You’ll want some nice heels for dancing.”

Her eyes narrowed. “But who will I be dancing with? If I get two-inch heels, will I tower over him?”

“Nice try. I told you it’s a surprise. You’ll just have to trust me. And I’m sure you’ll get to dance a few times with Malone as well. So some shoes with two-inch heels will be just fine.”

“I have shoes at home.”

I shook my head. “It’s my Christmas present for you. Shoes, stockings, some lacy lingerie and anything else I can think of. How’s your perfume supply?”

Laughing, she gave her curls a shake. “Did you win the lottery?”

I linked my arm in hers. “Yeah, I’ve got Malone and my best friend came home. And that’s why they invented credit cards!”

* * * *
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At seven-thirty on New Year’s Eve, the limousine picked us up. Malone informed Terrence, our driver, that we would be making two additional stops before heading to the Westin. The driver beamed a smile, touched his cap, and set off down the road.

It’s not my nature to keep secrets, but I wanted to surprise Linda tonight. I had been on guard the last three days, expecting her to trip me up. She’d tried, but I somehow kept my mouth shut—even earlier today, when we’d been at the spa.

Malone had sprung that on us yesterday. He’d arranged for mid-afternoon appointments so we could get manicures, pedicures, facials, and have our hair styled. If there was a gold medal given for pampering, he would have won it hands down. Linda  took advantage of our time together to quiz me about her date.

“So what is he like, Jay Kay? Does he have a job, live with his mother, is he kind to animals? How come he was available on such short notice?”

I took a minute to phrase my response. “He does have a job, lives alone in his own house, and I think he’s very good with animals. I also have it on good authority that he’s an excellent dancer, enjoys the finer things in life, and can be quite charming.”

“Oh, great,” Linda said with a roll of her eyes, “he’s gay.”

I almost sprayed Diet Coke out my nose on that one. “No, he is definitely not gay.”

“So he looks like a troll,” Linda said.

I shook my head in feigned disgust. “Would I set you up with a troll?”

“Maybe you would.”

“If I thought he was a troll, would I have bought you a red, satin thong to go with that gorgeous red dress?”

“Hey, even trolls need to get laid once in a while.”

It had taken some effort, but I managed to steer the subject away from her date.

Now, hours later, I snuggled down in the back of the limo with Malone. Outside, snow danced across the windshield as a light swirl of flakes descended from the clouds.
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