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HARTE’S DANGER


ONE











Fran’s Life Rule Number One: When things are going
well, they can turn on a dime into total chaos. Or worse. Far, far
worse.

Fran Marshall tried not to let her gut reaction to
the catastrophe she’d just been handed show on her face. Her
indispensable employee Desirée was grinning proudly. She’d be the
first in her family to attend college, and on a scholarship at
that. How she’d managed to hold down her almost full-time job with
Fran and still get top honors at school showed the depth of the
seventeen-year-old girl’s determination and commitment.

“I’m so proud of you,” Fran said truthfully as she
fought not to throw up her two-marshmallow lunch. “I’m sure
Christie will show you around campus so you’ll get off on the right
foot.”

Des beamed. “That’d be epic. I’m going up this
weekend for orientation. Will she be there or is she coming
home?”

Fran shook her head. No, her daughter wasn’t coming
home even though Fran had asked Christie repeatedly. “I’ll text her
with your number and you guys can set it up. She’s got a full
schedule and sometimes is hard to get hold of.” At least she was
where Fran was concerned.

Desirée dusted her hands – mission accomplished - and
looked around the kitchen. “But I won’t be going away for good for
two months, Fran, so we’ve got time to find my replacement.”

“Great,” Fran said automatically, knowing in her
heart that finding anyone as reliable and even-tempered as Des by
August would be nearly impossible. “If you come up with anyone,
please be sure they understand no cell phones or earbuds. No point
wasting their time and ours.”

“Gotcha. We’ve got that big Mary Kay party order.
Want me to start on it?”

“Sure.” She hated the hopeless note in her voice. Had
Des heard it?

Despondently, she watched Des bustle about, starting
the prep with her usual smooth efficiency. Always, in the back of
Fran’s mind, Desirée would be working at her side. A naive and
short-sighted assumption. Her second-in-command was organized,
intuitive, intelligent, and a complete charmer. She had better
places to go than this tiny, limited marshmallow kitchen.

Now Fran stared around the hard-won, cherished space:
the bright stainless-steel counters, the big Hobart mixer, the four
burner stove, the pans of marshmallows in the stainless steel
drying racks. A lot of it done by her assistant. Her breath
clutched. How would she survive without Des?

She reached for her apron. “Yes,” she said, trying
not to sound too depressed. “We should get started.”

They were adding the hot syrup to the mixture in the
Hobart when the door to the breezeway slapped open and BethAnn came
in.

“Fran, I need to talk to you.” Belatedly, “Hey,
Des.”

No hello, no how-are-you, no offer to help. Just
all-about-me Baba demanding instant attention. Fran, feeling her
right shoulder pop as she scraped the sides of the bowl, didn’t
answer. Her big sister was well aware of the marshmallow-making
process. One look should’ve told BethAnn where they were. At a
point where she couldn’t stop.

“This is important,” Baba said, tapping her nails on
the table.

“So’s this,” Fran snapped.

“Sheesh.” BethAnn marched over to the rack where the
toppings were stored. Canisters of chopped nuts, redhots, dragees
and chips in a multitude of flavors, minced dried fruits and slim
folders of edible gold foil. One manicured hand hovered over the
chips, then pounced. Mini mint chocolate, her default.

“No. Nibble something else,” Fran said. “We’re low on
those and this order needs them. And you need gloves before you
touch anything.”

“Boy, you’re in a mood, aren’t you?”

“I could be, Baba, at any moment.”

“Well,” BethAnn said, flouncing toward the door,
“I’ll just have to take my news somewhere it’ll be
appreciated.”

“Close the door,” Fran said, absently massaging her
aching shoulder as Des scraped the bowl once more. She looked up:
the door was open, sunlight streaming in. Millie danced on the
threshold, her tail wagging wildly.

At least Millie, a Catahoula Leopard Hound with very
good manners, knew she couldn’t enter the food space. Too bad Baba
wouldn’t learn the same lesson. Fran went to the hound, cooed at
her as she hugged the elegant fawn and white dog, said
play-with-ya-later, and shut the door. Millie gave a disappointed
woof and turned back to her favorite dozing spot.

Fran washed her hands, changed her apron, re-gloved,
and resumed her place. Des took the pot to the sinks to wash while
Fran stared into the bowl, idly counting to herself as the beaters
whipped the mixture into its final airy consistency. Did her sister
really think she only existed to be at her beck and call? Was she
only just noticing Baba’s attitudes? Why couldn’t she be more
considerate? Was BethAnn’s warm relationship with real estate mogul
Howard Fishman bringing out a host of new, and not very winning,
habits? Who made her Empress of the Entire Universe, anyway? A
little courtesy would be—

“What are we doing here, Des?”

“Chocolate mint chips on mint. But pink, not
green.”

“Oh. Right. Mary Kay.” Pink coloring, and peppermint
flavoring. She got the jar down and carefully added the color
paste, watching the swirls slowly spread throughout the mixture.
She should’ve smelled the astringent scent of mint, but her mind
was churning with a toxic combination of irritation and
anxiety.

Baba wasn’t much of a problem, really. After four
months in residence, she’d moved out. She had her own place, and
Howard danced attendance on her four nights out of seven. As
always, she and her sister would work out their problems. No, the
real stomach-burning problem was: how would she replace the
irreplaceable Des?

She hadn’t a clue where to start.

* * *

Django Harte sensed Fran’s upset before he’d taken
three steps into her living room. Her kiss and hug weren’t as
enthusiastic as usual. His yardstick for how his girl’s day had
gone: how warm she was in her greeting. He brushed back a stray
lock of pale blonde hair, kissed her temple.

“Bad day?”

“No. Except that Desirée gave her notice.”

“Ouch. Not good. How come?”

“Double ouch.” She forced a smile that turned into a
real one. “But it’s really great news. She’s got a partial
scholarship. And she won’t go until August, which is slow. Seventy
days. So someone will have a chance to learn the routines before we
get slammed.” Sighing, she snuggled into him. “Do you know how hard
it’ll be to replace her?”

“Very.” He began rubbing tiny circles between her
shoulder blades.

“Mm-hm. Really, impossible.” She wriggled
contentedly. “Nice. Thank you. So how was your day, my
sweetie?”

Part of it had been the pits. Literally. Managing a
no-kill pet shelter was usually a rewarding occupation. Except when
people like the Whelans came through.

“Remember me telling you about the guy that adopted
the big pit bull?”

“You had second thoughts on letting him have it, I
remember that.”

They sat on the big Chesterfield couch and Fran
relaxed against him with a sigh. He put his feet up on a magazine
on the oval coffee table and groaned as he stretched out.

“Yeah. I had seller’s remorse big-time on that. The
guy came back this morning and wanted another. Also a pit. I told
him no.”

The confrontation had been brief but high octane.
Randall Whelan was a big man, tattooed, over-muscled and cocky.
Obviously he was rarely told no. Swore he wasn’t using the canines
to fight. But, after Whelan’s first adoption, a battered pit bull
with a history of being used in the ring, Django had talked to a
couple of police officers about dogfights and Whelan was one of the
names mentioned.

Fran made a face. “You think he’s using them to
fight?”

“Sure of it. My sources said he and his two brothers
own a patch of farmland up in Pasco County and they stage them
there. Off a county road. Twenty-odd acres of pine trees and
palmetto scrub—”

“Rattlesnakes,” she said with a shiver.

“—and a crumbling old farmhouse and barn. I hear the
barn’s set up like an amphitheater, with knock-down seating they
keep stashed nearby in an outbuilding. Claim it’s scrap metal. Very
slick, the Whelan brothers.”

“But you told him no.”

“He wasn’t pleased.” Understatement. Whelan had been
incandescent with rage. He’d obviously had major plans for the big,
scarred pit bull. “But he’ll find others. Or breed them. The cops
say they have a breeding operation up there as well.”

“Why can’t they close them down?”

“Whelan claims they’re bred to show and to sell.
Actually has entered a couple of shows. The law is particular about
due process,” he said, thinking about how slowly enforcement could
happen. “The operation’s got to be stopped, but it has to be lawful
to stand up in court. Their lawyers will no doubt be top notch. But
one of these days...”

“And in the meantime, while the law grinds things to
a powder, dogs have to suffer.”

“Yes,” he said sadly, “dogs will have to suffer. At
least none from The Ark will get into that world. I won’t let them.
If the Whelans come back, they’ll be turned away.”

* * *

He looked so adorably silly in the hair net, Fran
thought as Django tipped the hot syrup into the mixer bowl. He
hummed slightly, concentrating on not spilling a drop. He’d picked
up the heavy pot like it weighed nothing at all. Men and their
muscles. She was so jealous.

She worked the spatula around the bottom of the pot,
scraping out the last of the syrup, and smiled at the thought of
his muscles. He caught the smile, bent forward, and planted a soft
kiss on the tip of her nose.

“What shall we do,” he asked, “after we finish up
here? It’ll only be ten o’clock. Maybe...”

“Maybe we could...” She frowned. “Tomorrow’s Sunday.
Let’s take a little trip up to Pasco County.”

“No.”

“Yow. That was fast.”

His eyebrows lowered as he stared at her. “You want
to see where the Whelan’s operate. Fran, under no circumstances
will you ever, ever enter their orbit. These men are little more
than animals themselves, they’re all throwbacks to an earlier age
when might was the only right.”

“Wait a—”

“They’ve all got records dating to juvenile court.
They have no laws but their own, and they’ll go to any lengths to
keep their money-making circus going. Any lengths.”

He didn’t often get this intense. No Drama-Django
almost had steam shooting from his ears. She raised a hand.

“Okay, okay. Your voice is going up. Let’s change the
subject.”

“I just want to be clear that you’re to have no
contact with and will make no attempt to contact these goons.”

She had turned away, intending to go to the long
stainless table that was her primary work surface. Several pans
needed to be prepped. But she heard another voice in her head, a
commanding and contemptuous basso, one she’d dealt with for nearly
two decades. She whirled back, fists clenched, breath hitching in
her chest as if a hammer struck.

“Excuse me. Don’t you ever tell me what to do
and what not to do. No,” she said as he opened his mouth, “I don’t
care about the circumstances. I’ve fought too hard and hurt too
much to go back.”

“Back? Fran, that’s not—”

“I’ll decide what I’ll do. But thanks for the input.”
She looked in the mixer bowl, swept a small stick through it,
touched it to her tongue. “Two to four minutes. I can handle it
from here if you’d like to leave.”

For a moment, the only sound was the steady hum-thrum
of the mixer motor. Django frowned, pushed absently at the hairnet
which was trying to descend past his eyebrows.

“Why d’you think I’d like to leave? Because Ed
would’ve?”

She felt a flush heat her face. “I guess.
But...you’re not Ed, are you? Thank the gods for that. Oh,” she
sighed, “Django, I know you’re nothing like him. Except when you
gave that order.”

“Nice of you to notice Ed and I share few
similarities.” He smiled at her and she smiled back, loving the
look of him, his height and breadth, his gentleness and the
once-in-a-while hard side. “Damn,” he said, “you’re even prettier
when you’re upset.”

Her heart was pushing the last of the adrenalin
through her and her hands shook. Her knees weren’t doing so well,
either. She thought tears might be a good idea, then tried to
banish that notion. That behavior was in the past, she didn’t need
it now. It was hard to cope with these memories of what had
dominated so much of her past. And harder yet to overcome her
long-held protective habits.

This wasn’t an Ed Marshall face-off with winners and
losers and maybe a metaphorical dead body or two. This was the man
she loved, who loved her and wanted to protect her from all harm.
He was a man who, because of what had happened to him and those
he’d once loved, had a horror of not being able to take care of
those who now held special places in his heart.

And this, holy freakin’ cow, this was their first
real disagreement. How amazing: he still thought she was wonderful.
Absolutely not victory-at-any-cost Ed Marshall.

“Hey, you know what this is?”

He shook his head.

“Our first fight.” She laughed. “We did pretty good,
huh?”

“Yeah, we did. You did, particularly. Not sure I
handled the idea of you going mano a mano with the Whelans
very well. But it wasn’t a real fight, it was more of a
disagreement.”

She turned the mixer off, lifted the beater clear of
the sticky mass. “Fine, disagreement works. Here, take this to the
table.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He one-handed the bowl to the table. Expertly, she
worked the mixture into the tray, smoothed it. She slid the cover
on and he scooped it up, took it to the drying rack. What a team,
she thought. Which was silly, because this was just dumb old
marshmallows and he had way more important stuff to do.

He glanced at the list of upcoming flavors pinned to
the corkboard. “What next? Beer and Pretzels or Peach Melba?”

For a long moment, she just stared at him, took in
the broad shoulders and dark, thick hair, the mouth with its little
tucks at each corner. He quirked a slow smile and the
dark-chocolate eyes heated. She felt her body warm up in all the
right places.

“No. I want,” she purred, “to do Django.”
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“I came by this morning,” Baba said, “but the Jeep
was still here so I kept going. Why don’t you guys just move in
together?”

BethAnn had retained a key to Fran’s house. The day
before she’d used it and had flounced out when Fran had been too
busy to instantly drop everything. Now it was late afternoon and
she was back, a take-no-prisoners gleam in her eye, her body
language broadcasting a don’t-mess-with-me determination.

Fran sealed the shipment she’d just packed and shook
her head. “I met him only seven months ago, just after
Thanksgiving. Seven months? That’s an awfully short time.”

“Phooey. That nightmare with Gloria fast-tracked you
two. Nothing like facing down a knife-wielding maniac to develop a
relationship. I know that, why don’t you admit it? You’re
grown-ups, right? You ought to know your own minds by now.” She
looked around. “Where’s Millie?”

“With Django. He has visitation rights. They go
running.”

“You really ought to move in together. You’re going
to get that dog confused.”

They left the office and walked through the breezeway
into the house. As Baba veered to the fridge, Fran wondered what
would get her off the annoying track.

“And you and Howard,” she said sweetly, “when do you
move into together?”

Her sister turned from the fridge, seltzer in hand,
and sighed. “He wants to buy me a condo on the beach.”

“And this is a problem why?”

“Says I can pick any one I want, or I can pick two
and combine them.” Baba hugged herself, plopped down on the couch
and yanked a pillow over her midriff. “Franny, there’s so much
money...”

Why did she look so miserable? Her sister loved money
and what it bought, she’d always presented herself as a woman of
means even when she was down to her last dime. She’d long refused
to date men who had little money...until she’d met Charles Camden
Putnam III, heir to a faltering Christmas tree farm atop a remote
Vermont mountain. Just as BethAnn had lied to people about her
wealth, or more appropriately her lack of, Chuck had completely
snowed her about his financial condition. The post-nuptial budget
meeting had been a rude awakening for both of them.

“Baba,” Fran said, sinking down next to her and
giving her a hug, “why are you so sad about Howard and his money?
Nothing wrong with money, is there? And the guy is nuts about you.
Right? Am I wrong about that?”

“I don’t know. You know he’s a man who loves
to get what he wants, more than most men. And I played hard to get.
Still do. Maybe that’s why he pursues me?”

“You don’t watch his eyes when you’re in the room.
It’s like there’s an invisible string connecting him to you. I’d
say he’s smitten.”

“Smitten?” Baba groaned. “Like puppy love? A crush?
You know how many crushes men have had on me over the years?
And they’re all mysteriously finished in record time.” She dropped
her voice. “You’re a helluva lot of fun, BethAnn, but—”

“Stop that this minute.”

Fran had heard this litany before. She knew her
sister believed it, but she didn’t buy it. BethAnn was vibrant,
witty, self-confident - usually - and loved men. Really loved them.
Why, Fran didn’t know, given her track record. Baba was a
man-oriented woman, always had been. Her rarely smooth second
marriage had lasted over a decade, recently foundering as Chuck’s
chronic winter depression became a four-season problem that he
medicated with Sam Adams and loops of NASCAR re-runs.

Fran knew she herself wasn’t a man-oriented women.
With very few exceptions, she preferred to be around women. She
trusted women more than men, for starters. And they all spoke the
same language. Enter a man and the whole dynamic changed. With a
male in the group, many women got giggly, self-effacing, their IQs
dropped twenty points and they sat around glassy-eyed while the
male blithely stepped on everyone.

Django, of course, was an exception to that.

“Stop doing that to yourself,” Fran said. “Dragging
out all the old insults does nothing for you except make you sad.
Just—”

“So I told him no, I didn’t want a condo, or a beach
cottage or a Gulf-front McMansion. I’ll stay where I am for
now.”

“I thought you hated the apartment.”

“I do. But if this fling with Howard falls
through—”

“And it could if you keep calling it a fling—”

“—then I’ll start looking for some kind of permanent
digs. I’m looking at Gulfport. I don’t like all those high-rises in
St. Pete, too much like a big city. I want something cozy. Howard
thought I might like a penthouse overlooking the bay in downtown.
He even took me to one of them, on the fourteenth floor. Oh. My.
God.” She shuddered. “All glass and marble. Colder than that damn
Vermont mountaintop. Turns out he’s an investor in the building, so
the thing would’ve cost pennies on the dollar.”

“And you said no, not for me,” Fran guessed. Baba
nodded. “So did he drop it or keep pressuring you?”

“Dropped it. He’s very considerate. Says he wants
what I want. But I don’t think he has a clue what I want.” She all
but wailed the last.

“Well, do you know what you want?”

BethAnn threw up her hands. The pillow went flying.
Fran grabbed the forgotten seltzer before it was a casualty.

“Oh for godsake Franny, of course I
don’t!”

* * *

Tuesdays were usually quiet at The Ark, with few
adoptions after the always-busy weekend and Monday’s closure,
giving the staff catch-up time. Late in the morning, Marcie came
across the lobby and into Django’s office, her usually happy face
caught in a frown. “You know the photo you have of those three
brothers? Can I see it?”

Django rooted around in a desk drawer, pulled out the
Do Not Adopt folder, took the photo off the top of the slim file.
Marcie studied the faces and nodded.

“One of them’s in the kennels now. He wants Buster,
that big pit with the scars.” Buster, a scarred love-muffin missing
part of his lower lip, had obviously been in a lot of fights. He
was also the pit that Randall Whelan had wanted. Marcie held out a
driver’s license. “Says his name is Frank Dowd. You can see that’s
what the license he’s got says.”

Django took the license, laid it out next to the
family photo. Frank Dowd was a dead ringer for Justin Whelan, right
down to the blank-eyed stare and the scar on the chin.

“Okay,” he said, rising. “Let’s make a copy of this
license and then go give Mr. Dowd the bad news.”

“Mr. Whelan,” Django said as he stepped through the
door to the first row of kennels.

Justin Whelan was murmuring to Buster, but rose and
turned around, and did a doubletake. He flexed his shoulders in an
obvious attempt to appear larger and more threatening. Django
smiled.

“Uh,” Whelan said, “that’s not my name. My name is
Dowd...uh, Fre, uh, Frank Dowd. She’s got my license. You can
see—”

“I’ve also got real photos of you
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