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“Does this make my ass look big?”
Carlotta Wren stood in the dressing room of Neiman Marcus in the Lenox Mall in Atlanta, Georgia, her arms full of designer bathing suits that Angela Ashford, one of her least favorite customers, wanted to try on. They weren’t even halfway through the selections and already Carlotta wanted to murder the woman.
She dutifully glanced at Angela’s surgically sculpted glutes falling out of a tiny patch of metallic-blue fabric. “No, your, um, ass looks…great.”
Angela tossed her blond hair over her shoulder and pouted at her rear reflection in the three-way mirror. “You think?”
Carlotta’s mouth watered to say, “Way better than it looked in high school,” but bit her tongue. It was part of the game, after all—Angela played the role of poor little rich girl with a confidence problem, and Carlotta played the stroking, sympathetic friend. Both of them deserved an Oscar.
Angela turned around and carefully rearranged her newly acquired breasts in the bikini top that barely covered her nipples. Then she slipped her narrow feet into the silver high-heeled sandals sitting nearby and performed a three-quarter turn to peruse her long, slender figure from all angles. Carlotta tried not to compare her own ample curves to the woman’s lean lines. Or her own gap-toothed grin to Angela’s perfect, Clorox smile.
She was not jealous of Angela Ashford.
“This suit is a definite maybe,” Angela announced.
Carlotta managed not to roll her eyes—the sixth “definite maybe” so far. “I have to warn you that the trim on that suit won’t hold up to chlorine.”
Angela made a face. “Good grief, I don’t actually swim in our new pool—I don’t even know how to swim. I just want to look amazing.”
Carlotta bit down on the inside of her cheek. “Do you want to choose from the ones you’ve set aside so far, or do you want to try on the rest of these?”
Angela looked irritated. “I’ll try on the rest.” Then she smiled meanly. “And I’ll be needing several new spring outfits. With shoes, of course. Peter told me to treat myself to anything I wanted since he just got a huge bonus and our wedding anniversary is coming up. He’s so generous.”
Carlotta busied herself removing the next bathing suit from its hanger, trying not to react. Peter, as in Carlotta’s former fiancé. Just like every time Angela came in for a shopping binge, Carlotta reminded herself that her relationship with Peter Ashford had ended over a decade ago. To be precise, one week after her father had skipped bail on his indictment for investment fraud and he and her mother had gone on the run. The local media had had a field day.

RANDOLPH WREN FLIES THE COOP
RANDOLPH WREN, FUGITIVE JAILBIRD
RANDOLPH WREN AND WIFE VALERIE
ABANDON CHILDREN

Just a few weeks shy of eighteen, Carlotta hadn’t been a child, but she’d led a rather charmed and sheltered life up to that point. Suddenly faced with raising her nine-year-old brother, Wesley, and with no extended family to rely upon, she had clung to her boyfriend, Peter. Too tightly, apparently, because after the headlines had exploded, he had explained over the telephone that their lives had grown too far apart—he was in college at Vanderbilt University in Tennessee, and she still had to finish her last semester of high school in Atlanta. Translation: Your name is tainted and I don’t want to be associated with your family scandal.
With maturity and hindsight, she had come to understand why Peter had bowed out, but at the time, the rejection of the man she had loved for most of her teenage years, the man who had taken her virginity, had been akin to having her heart surgically removed.
“I hope it doesn’t make you uncomfortable when I talk about Peter,” Angela said as she yanked the tie to the bikini top, baring her rigid boobs. She kicked the two-hundred-dollar scrap of Lycra across the floor of the dressing room.
“N-no,” Carlotta said, scrambling to rescue her merchandise. She straightened, then handed Angela a one-piece suit and gave a little laugh. “Why should it?”
Angela stepped out of the minuscule bikini bottoms and stood nude before Carlotta for a few seconds before stretching the next swimsuit over her tight bod.
“Because, well, you know, the whole pretend engagement you two had when we were in high school,” Angela said, preening in the mirror.
The Cartier engagement ring was proof that it had been more than a “pretend” engagement, but Carlotta wet her lips and forced a casual note into her voice. “That was a lifetime ago. We were…kids.”
“That’s what he says,” Angela offered cheerfully. “And that if the two of you had actually married—” she laughed at the improbability “—that it never would have lasted.”
Carlotta’s heart twisted, but she managed a smile. “Then everything worked out for the best, didn’t it?”
In the mirror, Angela leveled her feline gaze on Carlotta. “I suppose so.”
Carlotta steered the conversation back to clothes and, thankfully, Angela was distracted by the appearance of the “perfect” bikini (two of them) and the armfuls of designer dresses and pantsuits that Carlotta pulled from every couture department. A phone call to the shoe department on the lower floor brought Michael Lane to the women’s clothing department. He headed toward Carlotta, pushing a hand truck laden with colorful boxes of Pucci and Gucci, Don Ciccillo and Donald J. Pliner. “Here’s everything we have in size seven narrow.”
“Thanks—you’re a dear.”
He gave Carlotta a wry smile. “How are you holding up?”
Carlotta scowled toward the closed door of the dressing room. “I’m ready to strangle her.”
“Down, girl. Double-A is one of your best customers.”
Carlotta smirked at Michael’s use of her nickname for Angela. “I got an eyeful of her latest upgrade—let’s just say she’s no longer a double-A in the bra department.”
He clucked. “Hey, what do you expect? The competition is tough in Angela Ashford’s social stratum.”
In Angela Ashford’s social stratum. Michael didn’t realize that he was talking about an arena that Carlotta herself had been destined for prior to having her life jerked out from under her. Michael wasn’t a native of Atlanta, and she didn’t go out of her way to tell friends and co-workers her entire sordid family history. In fact, she usually lied. She’d gotten quite good at lying and pretending.
“I suppose you’re right,” Carlotta conceded. “But, Christ, she always makes me feel like such a peon. And she’s in rare form today.”
He looked sympathetic. “Just remember that commission is the best revenge.”
Carlotta laughed ruefully and waved goodbye as she wheeled the shoes toward the dressing room. Why did Angela insist on shopping with Carlotta at her beck and call? She could shop at any boutique in Atlanta or, as her own mother used to do, she could call the store and have a personal shopper select items and bring them to her home for her approval. Or she could simply seek the assistance of another clerk at Neiman’s. But the woman seemed to take great pleasure in shopping under Carlotta’s care, which, Carlotta realized, was a thinly veiled excuse for Angela to flaunt her successful life with Peter. It stung, but in truth, Carlotta needed the commission to pay the seemingly unlimited number of bills that she and Wesley, now nineteen years old, generated.
At the thought of her brother, a bittersweet pang struck her. Wesley had never fully recovered from their parents’ abandonment and had suffered more than his share of emotional problems. When he was younger, those problems had manifested into behavioral issues in school, exacerbated by the fact that his IQ was higher than that of most of his instructors, especially in math. Despite his intellect, Wesley had barely graduated high school last year, and now as a directionless adult, his problems manifested into compulsive behavior—more specifically, gambling.
His affinity for poker had landed him in debt up to his neck—and hers. And he’d been foolish enough to borrow from some unsavory characters. A henchman for one of the loan sharks had come to see her at the department store a few months ago, threatening bodily harm to both of them if Wesley didn’t make a payment. Inadvertently, her brother always seemed to drag her into his messes, but every time she’d considered telling him that he was of age and to hit the road, she couldn’t. She couldn’t abandon him as her parents had, yet the knot of worry in her chest never eased. She agonized over what trouble he might get into next, and how they might stay afloat.
Carlotta sighed. One of the worst things about living paycheck to paycheck was imagining Angela Ashford having a one-hundred-dollar lunch with her friends—many of them girls Carlotta had gone to school with and had once considered her friends—saying, “That poor Carlotta Wren, still single and working retail, can you imagine?” But if it was the price she had to pay for a hefty commission, so be it. If Angela spent true to form, the commission on this sale alone would be enough to pay this month’s mortgage and electric bill.
Or at least last month’s.
Carlotta opened the door to the dressing room to find Angela sitting on a bench, half-naked, drinking from a silver flask. She quickly swallowed and wiped her mouth. “Just getting a head start on my two-martini lunch.”
Carlotta remained silent but knew that anyone who packed their own booze had a problem. Her mother had kept a similar flask in her purse for whenever the urge struck for a “drinkie-poo.”
“I brought shoes,” Carlotta said brightly, wheeling in the bounty.
Angela pushed to her feet shakily enough to tell Carlotta that she’d taken more than one “drinkie-poo” in Carlotta’s absence, but apparently it had given the woman enough energy to embark upon another spending binge that included six outfits, eight pairs of shoes, including a pair of tall, exotic black boots that Carlotta coveted, plus a rather astonishing array of risqué underwear (“Peter likes me in black”). Angela even ventured into the men’s department where she chose an exquisite cashmere jacket with a crest embroidered on the lapel—Peter’s favorite brand, Carlotta recalled fondly. And the charcoal-gray would look great on Peter with his fair hair and dark skin. From the size, it appeared that he had filled out a little in the shoulders.
She hadn’t seen him in ages, only once in the mall a couple of years ago. He hadn’t known she was standing a mere ten feet from him while he ordered a double latte from a coffee shop. She had wanted to call out his name, to smile and say how nice it was to run into him, that she’d seen his and Angela’s wedding announcement and photo in the Atlanta Journal–Constitution Sunday Living section and, hey, congratulations. But in the end she hadn’t wanted to force an awkward exchange, to see the pity in his gorgeous cobalt-blue eyes for the way her family and lifestyle had imploded, so she’d simply watched him tip the clerk and walk away, her body straining after him.
Brushing her hand over the fine fabric of the jacket, Carlotta ignored the vibrating cell phone in her pocket and listened while Angela told her about the lavish parties that she and Peter threw at their palatial home located in a gated subdivision within the exclusive neighborhood of Buckhead. And how with the recent addition of a pool, spa and alfresco kitchen, they were the envy of their neighbors. And how well Peter was doing in his job at Mashburn and Tully Investments—which had once been Mashburn, Tully and Wren. The irony of Peter working for the same firm where her father had once been a partner seemed comically cruel.
“Did I mention that Peter was given a huge bonus this quarter?” Angela slurred as Carlotta rang up the enormous sale.
“Yes, I believe you did mention it,” Carlotta said smoothly. The encounter was nearly over—she could afford to be nice a little while longer, even if it killed her inside.
Angela smirked. “Of course, Peter makes all of his money legally.”
Carlotta clenched her jaw but decided to allow the sly reference to her father’s crime slide.
“Whatever happened to your parents?” Angela pressed, her eyes glinting with a gossipy light.
Carlotta wet her lips. “I really don’t know.”
“You mean you’ve never heard from them all this time?”
“That’s right.”
Angela made a pitying noise in her throat. “What kind of parents could just run off and leave their kids like that?”
Carlotta had her opinion but decided not to respond.
“I feel so sorry for you, Carlotta. I mean, it must have been hard for you to go from having everything you wanted to having nothing.”
From the triumphant look in Angela’s eyes, Carlotta could tell that by “everything,” the woman meant Peter. Carlotta wanted to say that it hadn’t been easy, especially since all of her so-called friends had seemingly vanished into thin air along with her parents. She and Angela hadn’t been best buddies, but they had run in the same crowd—the crowd that had turned on her by high-school graduation. Angela had gone on to Vandy, which was where Carlotta assumed the woman had hooked up with Peter. Had “poor Carlotta” been a common topic of conversation?
“I managed just fine,” she murmured.
Angela leaned in for a conspiratorial whisper. “That’s why I always buy things from you, Carlotta, because I figure that you need the commission. It’s my little good deed.”
The scent of gin burned Carlotta’s nose like the fiery mortification that bled through her chest. Years’ worth of pent-up frustration suddenly flared to life. Her hands halted in the middle of ringing up the sale. “I don’t need your pity, Angela,” she said, her voice shaking, “or your effing money.” She gave herself ten points for the verbal filter.
Angela’s expression grew haughty. “You don’t have to be nasty—I’m only trying to help.”
“You’re trying to make me feel like a charity case.” And dammit, she was succeeding.
Angela swept her hand over the pile of merchandise that cost as much as Carlotta’s car. “So you’d be willing to turn your back on this sale because of your stupid pride?”
Carlotta hesitated—she desperately needed the commission—and in her hesitation, knew Angela had won. As she looked into the woman’s slightly unfocused but gloating eyes, comebacks whirled through Carlotta’s mind, ranging from “Screw you” to “You’re right” to “You got Peter—what else do you want from me?”
She wanted to throw something, to hit something, to push the Rewind button and be seventeen again, before her life had taken such a detour. To her horror, moisture gathered in her eyes. She blinked furiously and opened her mouth. “I—”
Her phone vibrated against her side and she pounced on the diversion. “I’m sorry, Angela, I have to take this call.” But when she withdrew the phone and glanced at the caller ID, fear bolted through her chest. Atlanta Police Department.
Her heart lodged in her throat as images of Wesley’s mangled body ran through her mind. He’d finally gotten himself killed on that damn motorcycle of his. She stabbed the Incoming Call button, missed, and tried again. “Hello?”
“Hi, sis,” Wesley said, his voice tentative—like at age ten when he had put sugar in their neighbor’s gas tank “just to see if it really would freeze up the engine.”
It had.
Her initial flood of relief that he was alive was immediately overridden with a different kind of anxiety. “What’s wrong?”
“Why do you assume something’s wrong?”
She glanced up to find Angela listening intently. Carlotta turned her back and walked a few steps to be—she hoped—out of earshot. “Because, Wesley, the police department came up on the caller ID.”
“Oh.”
“So…what happened?”
“Okay, don’t freak out, but I kind of got arrested.”
Carlotta felt faint. “What? You kind of got arrested, or you did get arrested?”
She could picture him on the other end of the line, stabbing at his glasses and weighing his answer. “I did get arrested.”
She closed her eyes and mouthed a curse.
“I heard that.”
Okay, minus ten points for swearing at her kid brother. She counted to three, then exhaled. “What were you arrested for?”
“Well, it’s kind of complicated. Maybe you’d better come down here.”
“Where is ‘here’?”
“The jail at City Hall East.”
Christ, what did it say for her that she knew exactly where the jail was? She pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling a migraine coming on. “What am I supposed to do once I get there?”
“Uh…ask for inmate Wren?”
She clenched her jaw and disconnected the call, then gave Angela a flat smile. “I have to go. Someone else will be happy to ring up your purchases.”
Angela’s face reddened. “But I don’t want someone else—I want you.”
“Don’t worry, Angela. I’m sure you’ll still get a gold star for your little good deed.” She swept by the woman, and when she passed Michael on the escalator, told him that she had an emergency and would return later if she could and would he take care of you-know-who?
Breaking into a jog, Carlotta retrieved her purse from her locker in the employee break room, fighting tears of frustration. What had Wesley gotten himself into now? Her feet moved automatically, carrying her to her car, which was a good thing because she couldn’t consciously remember where she’d parked.
As she careened out of the mall parking lot, she imagined Wesley’s mangled body again—only this time it was by her own hands.
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Carlotta took a deep breath and made herself say the words. “I’m here to see i-inmate Wren.”
The uniformed woman behind the Plexiglas rolled her eyes upward to glance over her bifocals. “Spell the name, please.”
Carlotta did, glancing around the crowded waiting room nervously, hoping she didn’t run into anyone she knew—or anyone who knew her. The place held bad memories; she’d been arrested once a couple of years ago for taking a tire iron to one of Wesley’s bookies, but the charges had been dropped. And just before Christmas last year she’d been hauled in for questioning in a murder case. It turned out to be a big fat misunderstanding, but the experience had scared her straight. No more lying…no more pretending.
She frowned down at her outfit. One thing was certain—even in her last-season Diane von Furstenberg sun-dress and midi-jacket, she was a tad overdressed for the occasion.
The woman wrote down Wesley’s name. “And you are?”
Carlotta lowered her mouth to the little hole in the Plexiglas and whispered, “I’m his sister, Carlotta Wren. And there must be some mistake. My brother would never break the law. At least not a big law.”
The woman appeared to be unmoved. “Yeah. Have a seat and someone will be with you.”
Carlotta cut a glance to the waiting room and noted the sagging bodies, the yawns, the general restlessness of people who had been waiting for hours. She looked back and flashed an ingratiating smile at the woman. “Look—” She peeked at the woman’s name tag, then frowned. “Your parents named you Brooklyn?”
The woman smirked. “Everyone calls me Brook.”
“Okay…Brook, I don’t mean to be pushy, but I had to take a break from my job at Neiman Marcus to come down here, and I really need to get back ASAP.”
The woman blinked slowly. “I need a million dollars and a good man. Have a seat, Ms. Wren.”
Carlotta sighed—there went her overtime pay this week. As she turned toward the teeming waiting room, she made eye contact with a tall, striking man wearing a badge around his neck, pouring coffee from a corroded glass pot. A frown furrowed his brow.
“Did you say your name was Wren?” he drawled, hinting at his roots. South Georgia, she guessed, or maybe an Alabama boy. He was block-shouldered with black hair, a strong nose, fortyish, with bloodshot eyes, bad taste in ties and an apparent aversion to ironing. His haircut was rather good, she conceded, in her split-second scrutiny, reminiscent of George Clooney in his E.R. days. But this guy didn’t seem to have much of a bedside manner.
“Yes,” she said warily. “I’m Carlotta Wren.”
He drank from the cup, then winced. “I’m Detective Jack Terry. I brought your brother in,” he said and blew on the top of his coffee.
His nonchalance was beyond irritating. “May I ask why?”
He was still blowing. “I’ll let him tell you. Hey, are you two any relation to Randolph Wren?”
She clenched her jaw. “He’s our father. What does that have to do with this?”
“Nothing that I know of,” he admitted, then took a slurpy drink. “I just wondered.”
“When can I talk to my brother?”
“How about now?” He nodded at the woman behind the Plexiglas. “Brook, I’ll take care of Ms. Wren.”
Brook shook her finger. “Behave, Jack.”
He grinned and Carlotta frowned. Judging from the woman’s comment, some women apparently found his good-old-boy charm appealing. There was just no accounting for taste.
He waved his badge in front of a card reader, then opened a door that led to a noisy bullpen of cubicles. As he held the door for her, she stepped inside and was immediately engulfed by the clatter of conversation, the whir of machines and the drone of announcements over a public-address system.
Carlotta followed the detective through the obstacle course of overflowing desks, jutting legs and fast-moving bodies to an eight-foot-by-eight-foot cubicle marked with a nameplate that read, Det. J. Terry, Major Crimes.
Major crimes? Dread mushroomed in her stomach. This sounded serious.
Stacks of files and papers occupied every square inch of surface in the man’s cubicle. His trash can was spilling over. A bag from the Varsity, Atlanta’s famous fast-food joint on North Avenue, sat in a dusty corner on the floor, emitting iffy odors. The detective rummaged next to his computer, mumbling under his breath, until he found the phone, then yanked up the receiver, punched a button and said, “Janower, it’s Terry. Bring the skinny computer jock to interview room two, will you?” He hung up the phone and gave Carlotta a flat smile. “It’ll be a few minutes, if you want to have a seat. Here, let me clear a spot.”
He leaned over and dumped the stack of files sitting in his visitor’s chair on the floor, but at the sight of the dark stain on the dingy yellow upholstery, Carlotta swallowed. “Thanks, I’ll stand.”
He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Then he dropped into his own stained chair and took another drink from his coffee cup.
“So does my brother’s arrest have something to do with computers?” Wesley had been tinkering with them since he was ten. He’d begged for his own PC, and later, when Carlotta couldn’t afford to upgrade the machine, he’d rebuilt the old one himself. Over the years, he’d made spending money by upgrading computers for his friends and their parents, and had even helped some small companies with their software security. He had no less than six computers in his room at any given time, and sat rooted in front of them for the better part of every day, wearing headphones and generally oblivious to the outside world.
Possible scenarios whirled through her mind. Had he stolen computer components? Or could this have something to do with his gambling problem? He was supposed to be on the wagon, but maybe he was running a bookie service or an illegal poker site. She held her breath and steeled herself for the bad news.
The detective worked his mouth from side to side. “Guess it won’t hurt to tell you—it’ll be a matter of public record soon. Your brother was arrested for hacking into the database of the Atlanta city government, specifically, the courthouse.”
Panic blipped in her chest. “How much trouble is he in?”
“A lot,” he said, his voice sober. “We’re talking a felony here. And records tampering and identity theft is high on the department’s priority list. Hackers are vigorously pursued and prosecuted. Accessing the records is bad enough, but we think he might have changed some things while he was in there.”
Carlotta frowned. “Like what?”
“We’re still trying to determine the extent of the tampering.”
She stifled the spike of pride that Wesley was so damn smart—this wasn’t the time to gloat.
“We’re guessing that he might have been planning to sell the information.”
Carlotta’s jaw hardened. If money was involved, that damn Chance Hollander probably had something to do with it. That overgrown brat had been a friend of Wesley’s since they were boys and he’d made a lifestyle out of talking Wesley into doing things that always seemed to result in Wesley getting into trouble and Chance getting a good laugh.
“This isn’t like Wesley,” she murmured, swallowing her rising panic. “He’s mischievous, but he wouldn’t break the law.”
Detective Terry cleared his throat. “Wesley must have been a little fellow when your father, er—”
“Yes, he was.”
“That has to be rough on a kid.”
She nodded and averted her gaze. He had no right prying into their personal lives.
“Who raised your brother?”
“I did.”
He seemed surprised. “What do you do for a living, Ms. Wren?”
“I work for Neiman Marcus.”
He gave her a thorough once-over, his gaze lingering on her legs. The cad. “I hear that’s a nice place.”
She crossed her arms. “When and where was Wesley arrested?”
“This morning, at his residence. I assume it’s your home, actually, since your name is on the mortgage?”
Her heart accelerated. “You were in our home?”
He nodded. “We traced his online activity to the house. I arrested him there and confiscated his equipment.”
She covered her mouth. This couldn’t be happening.
He gave her a little smile. “Don’t worry—we didn’t trash your place. That only happens on TV.”
Carlotta narrowed her eyes. “You think this is funny?”
His smile vanished. “No. Sorry. Does your brother live with you full-time?”
She tingled under his scrutiny and felt her defenses rise. “Yes, it’s his home, too. And for all that Wesley’s been through, I think he’s turned into a pretty decent kid.”
He pursed his mouth. “He might still seem like a kid to you, Ms. Wren, but your brother is an adult in the eyes of the law. And no offense, but he’s making bad choices that are going to mess up his life, just like your father did.”
His words cut her to the quick. For the past ten years, her consuming goal had been to do what was best for Wesley, to teach him right from wrong, especially considering the criminal legacy their father had left behind. It seemed she had failed…miserably.
She blinked back sudden tears. “What do you know about my father?”
The detective’s face went stony. “I know that he made a living bilking people out of their hard-earned money while he lived like a king. And when he got caught, instead of facing his punishment like a man, he skipped bail and abandoned his children, one of whom seems on the verge of following in his footsteps.”
Carlotta’s defenses surged against his attack on her family. “What are you, a one-man judge and jury? You don’t know everything, Mr. Terry.”
“Detective Terry,” he corrected amiably.
“Detective Terry, why aren’t you out arresting real criminals instead of picking on my brother?”
His geniality fled. “Ms. Wren, your brother is a real criminal.”
She wanted to scream a denial, to flail and blame everything on her parents, to rail against the unfairness of it all. She had given up her twenties because her parents had bailed on their responsibility, but had always told herself it was worth it to be the best possible replacement for their parents to her little brother. Had it all been for nothing?
Suddenly she felt so powerless. She sank into the yellow chair, stain and all, and summoned strength. She didn’t have to like Detective Jack Terry, but right now he had the information she needed. “What will happen next?”
“He’ll need an attorney.”
“An attorney,” she repeated in a weak voice. Where would she get the money for an attorney?
He checked his watch. “If his attorney can get here this afternoon, he’ll probably have a bail hearing today.”
“Bail hearing,” she murmured.
“And since this is his first offense, he’ll probably be released on bail.”
Feeling like the most stupid person alive, she said, “How does that work exactly—bail? I…I don’t remember from…I don’t remember.” From when her father had been arrested.
His expression softened, as if he realized that she wasn’t nearly as street-smart as she tried to appear. “For a felony with no endangerment, the standard bail is five thousand. If you pay cash, you’ll get it back after the case is settled.”
She choked back a laugh. Where would she get five thousand dollars? If only their parents had left them a stash of ill-gotten gains to make up for the fact that they had abandoned their own children.
He coughed lightly. “If you don’t have cash, you’ll want to call a bail bondsman. That will cost you ten percent of the bail, which you won’t get back.”
Five hundred—she could probably scrape together that much, but it would be another expense that she didn’t need right now.
He opened a desk drawer, revealing more clutter, and rooted around, coming up with a curled business card. “If you need to, call this guy.”
She took the card of Brumbee’s Bail Bonds (“Call us anytime!”), a flush warming her cheeks. Had the detective guessed how deeply in debt they were, or had he already performed a credit check and confirmed it? At least her parents had left the house in her name. Although she suspected it was to shelter the property in case her parents’ assets were seized during the criminal case, it was the one thing that had given her a financial toehold after they had disappeared, and the means to secure custody of Wesley. “I’ve heard of people putting up the deed to their house for bail.”
“A property bond?” He splayed his big hands. “Yeah, people do that all the time. And then they get a lien placed on their home if the person doesn’t show up in court.” His lips flattened. “I wouldn’t advise it.”
She frowned. “Wesley would never skip bail.”
The detective didn’t say anything, but in the air hung the question Like your father wouldn’t skip bail?
Carlotta lowered her gaze, burning with shame. She refused to cry. When Detective Terry’s hand touched her arm, she could only stare at the blunt-tipped fingers, wishing it was the hand of someone she could rely on for the long haul rather than fleeting sympathy. They were, after all, on opposite sides of this issue. She inhaled to compose herself, then pulled her arm away and lifted her gaze to his. “After posting bail, then what?”
The detective looked contrite, then picked up his coffee cup with his errant hand. “Within a couple of days he’ll have to appear in court to be arraigned.”
“Arraigned,” she said, nodding stupidly.
“That’s where the charges against him will be read, and he’ll enter a plea. If his attorney and the district attorney reach an agreement on the charges and the sentence, he can plead out.” He hesitated, then added, “If not, his case will go to trial.”
“Trial,” she said like a sick parrot. She closed her eyes, thinking how sordid it all sounded—and how disturbingly familiar. It was all coming back to her, hearing the same terminology peppering her parents’ conversations after the grand jury had indicted her father, her mother weeping drunkenly, her father professing his innocence—unconvincingly. And now it was starting all over again.
When she opened her eyes, Detective Terry was studying her intently. Upon closer inspection, his bloodshot eyes were hazel, almost golden, unusually pale with his dark coloring. And…dangerous. Unbidden, the thought darted through her mind that any woman foolish enough to hook up with this man was destined for disappointment.
Suddenly he leaned toward her. “Look, I didn’t know about the connection between your brother and your father when I made the arrest this morning. Your brother will have to pay for his crime, but…well, off the record, I should warn you—the D.A., Kelvin Lucas, is the same man who had your father indicted.”
A slow drip of panic entered her bloodstream, as cool as menthol. “Are you saying that the D.A. might be harder on my brother because he didn’t get to prosecute my father?”
The detective’s gaze was unflinching. “Ms. Wren, in this city, and especially in the D.A.’s office, your father’s name is like a bad smell. All I’m saying is that you and your brother should prepare yourselves for the worst.”
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Wesley Wren whistled under his breath, a nameless tune that his father had always whistled when Wesley was a boy. He didn’t remember too many moments with his workaholic father, whose angular face was hazy in his mind, but he remembered that when Dad was in a good mood, he whistled. And, despite sitting in the corner of a musty jail cell and the fact that Hubert, one of the dozen other guys in holding, had forced him to trade his new brown suede Puma tennis shoes for Hubert’s worn-out no-name sneakers, Wesley was in a pretty good mood. It had taken him only a few weeks to find a way into the Atlanta courthouse records, and that wasn’t bad for a hobby hacker.
His buddy Chance had given him the idea by asking if Wesley could expunge a couple of DUI arrests from Chance’s record. He was willing to pay Wesley five hundred bucks per delete stroke.
Oh, sure, the extra cash had come in handy, but cleaning up Chance’s traffic violations hadn’t been the primary incentive. For months now he’d been covertly accumulating details about his father’s indictment and subsequent disappearance—covertly because Carlotta would murder him if she ever caught wind of it. He’d made copies of every public document he could find online and in crammed file cabinets around Atlanta, but the information was incomplete and dated. When he’d tapped into the courthouse records two days ago, he’d found a wealth of information on his father’s last court appearance, and on sightings of his parents over the past ten years—Michigan, Kentucky, California, Texas. The thought of his polished, executive father wearing a ten-gallon hat made him smile, but he was sure that Randolph Wren could carry it off. His father was smart, savvy, and knew how to blend in to his environment—how else had he been able to elude the authorities for over a decade?
His chest swelled with pride when he thought of his father donning a disguise and slipping out of town under the nose of some cop out to make a career for himself by capturing Randolph Wren, The Bird. When Wesley was in grade school, he’d entertained his friends with daring stories that he’d imagined to be true. Having a notorious father had given him status in school. He was no longer the bespectacled runt who blew the curve in math class. He was the son of The Bird. He had told his classmates how he’d helped his father escape the feds by coming up with a fantastic math equation regarding engine speed and the timing of traffic lights, and how he continued to help his father from afar via secret code. As soon as his father had gathered enough evidence to prove that he had been set up, he would return to Atlanta and clear his name. They would be a family again, vindicated, and stronger for their trials.
It was true…sort of. He hadn’t helped his father escape, of course, but he would have if his father had only asked. And there was no secret code within the abbreviated messages on the postcards they had received sporadically over the years—at least not one that he’d been able to crack. He’d spent hours poring over those postcards, eight of them in all, studying them under a magnifying glass, infrared light, black light, and had even managed to have a couple of them X-rayed on an eighth-grade field trip to a vet clinic. In hindsight, he realized there were no secret messages between the lines of “We’re fine and we love you” or “You’re always in our hearts,” yet he remained hopeful that his father would someday contact him and ask for his help now that Wesley was an adult.
Unless his parents had forgotten how old he was.
He banished the thought as soon as it entered his mind. Of course his parents knew he was an adult now. Just because they’d never called or sent a special message on his birthday didn’t mean that they’d forgotten that he was no longer a kid. Ditto for Christmas. They had sacrificed too much to risk being caught over something stupid and sentimental.
Yet every Christmas, in the back of his mind, he dared to hope that they might simply show up at his bedroom window, or maybe ring the doorbell. “We couldn’t stay away any longer,” they would say, then gather him and his sister in their arms.
But it never happened. Last Christmas he’d spent the day being a jerk to Carlotta when she’d only tried to make him happy by attempting to bake a chocolate cake with peanut butter chips in the middle. It had been his favorite since he was a kid, a special cake that his mother had always made during the holidays. But Carlotta was hopeless in the kitchen. In fact, self-preservation had forced him to take over the cooking duties when he’d turned twelve. Carlotta’s cake had been undercooked in the middle and burnt around the edges. He had snapped at her and at the time, had been unfazed by her wounded expression, just happy to lash out at someone.
But now he felt the sting of remorse over the mean things he’d said—that she’d never find a husband if she didn’t learn to cook and that he hated the clothes she’d bought and wrapped up for him and that he didn’t want to watch the dumb Christmas movie that she’d rented. The movie, he knew, had been her attempt to tether him, to keep him off the streets and away from the card tables. She meant well, but she smothered him.
Then he sighed. Damn, no matter what he did, he seemed to disappoint Carlotta. She’d be furious with him when she found out about the hacking. Although, if he was careful, he could at least keep her from finding out why he’d done it.
A buzzing noise sounded and the door to the holding cell slid open, revealing a uniformed officer. All the inmates who weren’t sleeping or passed out perked up.
“On your feet, Wren. You have a visitor.”
Wesley winced. Time to face the executioner. He pushed to his feet and waded through the jumble of funky-smelling bodies, enduring wolf whistles from his bigger, brawnier cellmates while the officer handcuffed him. Then he followed the officer to a room where his sister waited. Her anxious gaze darted from his face to his handcuffs, and she looked as if she was going to cry. God, he hoped not. Seeing her in tears tore him up, always had. When the officer left and closed the door, she gripped his shoulders hard, but instead of hugging him, she shook him with more strength than he’d known she had. “What the hell did you do, Wesley?”
When his eyes stopped spinning in his head, he said, “Relax, sis, no one was murdered.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Yet. That Chance Hollander has something to do with this, doesn’t he?”
“No,” Wesley said because Carlotta already didn’t like his best friend. And even though Chance had given him the idea to break into the courthouse records, he was the one who had actually done it.
“Tell me what you did. Now, Wesley.”
He swallowed. He hadn’t seen her this worked up since he’d broken the news that he wasn’t going to apply for college. “I, um, sort of stumbled into a computer database that I wasn’t supposed to.”
One dark eyebrow arched. “Stumbled into, or hacked into?”
“Uh, hacked.”
She crossed her arms. “Detective Terry told me that you broke into the courthouse computer and changed some records?”
He frowned. “That guy’s a jerk.”
His sister looked alarmed. “Did he hurt you?”
“Nah, but he gets off on that bad-cop routine.”
She frowned. “I noticed. Now, why were you messing around in the courthouse records?”
He tried to look sheepish. “Just trying to get rid of all those traffic tickets I accumulated so I could get my driver’s license reinstated and I wouldn’t be such a pain to you.” He could lie with assurance because when he suspected his access was being tracked, he’d unleashed a virus in the database that would be undetectable to the hillbilly programmers in the police department. No way they’d be able to tell what had been changed.
“Is that all?” she asked, her brown eyes hopeful.
Guilt stabbed at him, but he told himself that she wanted to believe him, and he’d only hurt her more with the truth. “Yeah, that’s all.”
She sighed in relief, then ran her hand over his cheek as she used to when he was little. “What am I going to do with you?”
His heart swelled with affection, but he tamped down his sissy emotions. “You have to keep me around, or you’d starve to death.”
She smiled briefly, then sobered. “We need to get you a lawyer.”
He shifted his feet. “I already called Liz Fischer.”
Carlotta looked horrified. “Dad’s attorney? Why?”
“Why not?”
“Well, for one reason, she’ll probably charge an arm and a leg to represent you.”
He shrugged. “Maybe not. She always told us to call her if we needed anything, and she sounded nice on the phone.”
“I don’t like the fact that everyone will connect her to Dad, and then him to you.”
“Since we have the same last name, I think that’s unavoidable, don’t you?”
Carlotta frowned, her expression suspicious. “What did Liz say?”
“She’ll be here. My bail hearing is at four this afternoon.” He shuffled his feet again. “Can we make bail? I have six hundred dollars in a tennis-ball can in the garage.”
Her eyebrows shot up. “You have six hundred dollars?”
More disapproval. He owed a lot of money to a lot of people, but he kept a secret stash in case a big card game materialized—something tempting enough to go back on his word to Carlotta that he wouldn’t gamble. “My emergency fund,” he mumbled. And now he’d have to find a new hiding place.
Her gapped front teeth worried her lower lip, then she sighed. “If the bail is set too high for us to pay cash, then I’ll call a bail bondsman, assuming we can cough up ten percent.”
“And if we can’t come up with ten percent?”
“I’ll have to put up the house.”
Wesley’s intestines cramped. For the first time, he doubted his plan. He hadn’t counted on the trouble it would cause his sister.
Then she gave him a shaky smile. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.” She looked down and gasped. “Where did you get those revolting shoes?”
“Don’t worry about it,” he said, waving off her concern. “If I have to spend the night here, will you feed Einstein?”
She winced. “For that reason alone, I’ll make sure you get out of here.”
He grinned, glad to see she was back in good humor. His sister was a pretty woman, especially when she smiled. She was self-conscious about the gap between her two front teeth, but he thought it gave her character, made her look like a dark-haired Lauren Hutton…and his mother.
He worried about Carlotta. He’d seen men’s eyes light up when she walked into a room, but she hadn’t had a serious relationship since their parents had left, since that bastard Peter Ashford had dumped her. She’d never said so, but Wesley knew that he himself was much of the reason that his sister hadn’t settled down. Not too many guys were keen on a kid brother as a package deal. Just one more thing for him to feel guilty over. “Thanks for coming, sis. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”
Her expression was part dubious, part hopeful. “I’ll hold you to that.”
Wesley went back to the holding cell with mixed feelings pulling at him. For the next few hours he sat with his back in a corner trying not to attract attention from his cellmates, many of whom were finally rousing from hangovers and were spoiling for trouble…or romance. A muscle-bound guy wearing a headband and leg warmers kept looking his way and licking his lips. In desperation, Wesley pulled out a deck of cards he’d been allowed to keep and announced he was giving a clinic on how to play the ultimate game of skill and luck, Texas Hold ’Em Poker. His audience seemed suspicious at first, then crowded around. He sat cross-legged and dealt the four men closest to him two cards each facedown on the gritty concrete floor. Just the feel of the waxy cards in his hands sent a flutter of excitement to his chest.
“Those cards are your pocket cards,” he explained. “I’m going to deal five community cards faceup—three, then one, then one more—and the object is to create the best hand possible from your two cards and the five community cards. Bets are made between rounds of revealing the community cards.”
“We need chips,” one guy said, then started ripping the buttons off his shirt. Everyone followed suit and within five minutes, a pile of mismatched buttons lay in the middle. Impressed with their resourcefulness, Wesley divided the buttons among the four players and gave them tips on betting. “If you have strong pocket cards, you’ll want to bet. If not, you’ll want to fold.” Then he grinned. “Unless you want to bluff, and then you’ll want to bet.”
“What’s a strong card?” a man asked.
“Any face card, or an ace,” Wesley said. “Two of a kind is great, two cards of the same suit can put you on your way to a flush, and two neighboring cards, like a nine and a ten can put you on your way to a straight.” He went around, taking button bets on the pocket cards. “Now I’ll deal what’s called the flop cards.” He tossed a discard card to the side, then dealt three cards faceup—a three of spades, a five of hearts and a queen of hearts. “We got a possible straight going with the three and the five, and a possible heart flush with the five and the queen.”
Excitement built among the players and spectators as they studied the cards, creating possible hands. Wesley smiled to himself. There was something so sweet about evangelizing the game of games…and training potential players that he might someday face across the table and rob of every penny they had.
He tossed the top card onto the discard pile, then dealt another card faceup. “This is called the ‘turn’card.”
An ace of hearts. A murmur went up among the men. Wesley studied the players’ “tells,” the body language and betting techniques that told a more experienced player what the person was holding as surely as if the cards were transparent. The big guy on the far left was holding crap—probably a ten and a deuce, but he wasn’t going to fold and look bad to the other guys. The guy next to him was grinning like a fool after the turn card, so he probably had a pocket ace to make it two of a kind. Beginners thought that aces beat everything else, no matter what.
The third guy also had nothing, else he wouldn’t be gnawing on his nails and staring at the community cards as if he could will them to change. The fourth guy, though—he had something because he was holding his cards close to his chest as if they were winning lottery tickets. Wesley guessed he had pocket queens and was looking at three of a kind, which so far was “the nuts”—the best hand in the game.
“Here comes the river card,” he said, and dealt a nine of clubs—not much good to anyone, he guessed, although the bidding was brisk. The aces guy was all in with his six wooden buttons and a jeans rivet. Pretty soon, everyone was all in, and Wesley asked, “Whad’ya have?”
The first guy turned over his ten of spades and four of clubs and took some ribbing from the other guys. The grinning aces guy turned over his ace of diamonds and seven of spades, giving him the expected pair of aces. The third guy cursed his mother and tossed in his jack of diamonds and six of spades, then stomped away as if they had been playing for real money instead of sewing notions. The last guy turned over his pocket queens to the cheers of the men behind him, and raked all the raggedy buttons toward him triumphantly.
While Wesley was shuffling for another hand, the cell door buzzed and slid open and he was being summoned again. “Your lawyer’s here,” the guard informed him.
Wesley handed off the deck of cards, stood and allowed himself to be handcuffed again, then followed the man to a room where Liz Fischer waited, tapping the toe of her pointy high-heeled shoe. She was a tall, athletic blonde in her mid-forties, a real looker who seemed to be in perpetual motion. Wesley recognized her from newspaper photos of his father’s case, although her hair was shorter and she looked a little leaner.
“Hello, Wesley.”
Her voice, for sure, was familiar—throaty and abrupt. He’d had more than one wet dream lately with that voice looping in his head. “Hello, Mrs. Fischer.”
She smiled at his politeness. “I’m not married, so it’s Ms.—in fact, call me Liz. How nice to finally put a face to the voice. I just wish it were under different circumstances.”
When she sat down at the table, the scent of her cologne reached him—not a feminine, floral scent, but something earthy and strong that she might have gotten out of her lover’s medicine cabinet this morning. Which could also explain the oversize white dress shirt she wore with her prim suit.
She clicked open her briefcase. “So, you got caught. I told you to be careful.”
He splayed his hands. “I slipped up, but everything’s fine.”
She frowned. “The optimism of youth. Do you realize that you’re facing jail time and a hefty fine?”
A vision of Leg Warmers licking his lips flashed through Wesley’s mind. “How much jail time?”
“Probably less than six months, but it won’t look good on your permanent record. Now, tell me what happened.”
Wesley repeated the lie, that he had hacked into the courthouse records to clear his own traffic violations. “I’m really sorry,” he added.
The woman’s expression was bland. “You’re going to have to do a better acting job than that for the district attorney. And you’re telling me that this records break-in has nothing to do with your sudden interest in your father’s cold case?”
“That’s right.”
She studied him suspiciously. Wesley imagined himself through her experienced eyes: a skinny, know-it-all kid who’d grown up without parents and likely wouldn’t amount to much.
“You look like Randolph,” she said, surprising him with intense eye contact.
His cock jumped—damn, he was going to embarrass himself. He shifted in his chair. “That’s what my sister says when she talks about my father, which isn’t often.”
“Carlotta was bitter when your parents…left. Rightfully so. How is she?”
“Fine. A little upset with me at the moment.”
“I called her occasionally after…. afterward, and she always assured me everything was okay.” The woman looked remorseful. “I should have looked in on both of you more often.”
“We did okay,” Wesley said, trying not to sound too reassuring in case she was inclined to reduce her fee out of some sense of obligation. “But Carlotta doesn’t know that I’ve talked to you about my father’s case. It would only upset her.”
“She won’t hear it from me, but you know that I agree with her, Wesley. You should let sleeping dogs lie, and get on with your life. Your parents seem to have gotten on with theirs.”
Anger sparked in his stomach, but he didn’t want to alienate this woman. She was too valuable in his search for the truth. Plus, she was wearing a pink satin bra beneath the white shirt, and that was really hot. “Do you know where my father is?”
Liz Fischer’s expression hardened, giving the first hint of her age. “No, and if I did, I’d go straight to the police. Now, let’s get back to the matter at hand and see if I can get you out of here.”
After answering a few more questions and receiving a stern warning not to discuss his case with anyone, Wesley inhaled one last lungful of the woman’s cologne, then went back to the cell with his cuffed hands in front of him to hide his hard-on. One of these days, he’d be a rich, accomplished man, and women like Liz Fischer would look at him with respect. When he won the World Series of Poker. When he cleared his father’s name. He would be happy then, and everyone who meant something to him would be happy, too.
When he returned to the holding cell, a poker game was in full swing. He retreated to a corner to avoid Leg Warmers and to watch the interplay of the men and the game, nodding in satisfaction when he predicted hands correctly. He could do the odds in his head, but so could lots of card-players. He was good at poker because he was good at observing people, and he was willing to be patient for the payoff.
He would use the same skills to solve his father’s case. He had time.
Less than an hour later, thank goodness, he was escorted to a small courtroom for his bail hearing. He spotted Carlotta’s anxious face in the sparse gallery and gave her a thumbs-up that was somewhat hampered by his handcuffed wrists. Liz Fischer’s presence next to him was assuring—and alluring—but his pulse ratcheted higher as he listened to the charges against him: federal charges of computer intrusion and unlawful use of passwords. Two counts each. Federal.
This might be more serious than he thought.
Addressing the judge, his attorney tried to pass off his hacking as a childish prank that he deeply regretted. “I request that my client be released on his own recognizance.”
But the stern-faced judge seemed to be studying the papers in front of him rather than listening to counsel. When he finally lifted his head, he said, “It’s been brought to my attention that your client is the son of a fugitive still wanted by the Atlanta Police Department.”
Wesley shifted beneath the man’s condemning gaze.
“Your Honor,” Liz said, “with all due respect, I don’t see what bearing my client’s father’s situation has on this case. My client hasn’t seen his father since he was a little boy.”
The judge frowned. “Still, I’d be remiss if I didn’t take it into consideration. Bail is set at twenty thousand dollars. See the court cashier.”
“Your Honor,” Liz said with alarm in her voice. “That will cause undue hardship on my client—”
“Then perhaps your client would be
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