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"I've got to calm down!"

But Melodye couldn't keep her eyes or
her mind off Jim Ryman, the detective assigned to investigate her
husband's murder. To make matters worse, she'd sat closer to him
than she'd intended. She imagined she could feel the side of her
thigh tingle as it brushed against his. She fantasized that they
were the only two people in the room. But they weren't the only two
people in the room. And in fact, Jim was in the middle of
interrogating a suspect.

This is a serious affair. A man has
been murdered, Melodye thought. Her ex-husband and the father of
her twins had been murdered, and all she could think about was how
hot the detective working on his case was?

"Cool off, girl," Melodye said to
herself. She willed her brain to fixate on something besides the
handsome detective sitting at her side. But no matter how hard she
tried, her glance kept sliding to Jim. And every time it did, she
felt a funny little thrumming in the pit of her stomach…


Dear Reader,



Few prejudices are meaner than the
ones toward the plus-size woman. Many plus-size women are beautiful
and Melodye Carter is one of these. However, long savaged by her
model-thin mother and sister, she grew up with poor
self-esteem.

Melodye thought she had escaped the
prison of rejection when she married, but her marriage was not a
happy one. Her husband didn't want children, and when she had her
twins, he turned nasty. By the time he was killed, their marriage
was in tatters.

Then Melodye is enlisted to help
Detective Jim Ryman, a man she knew in high school, find her
husband's murderer. As they work together, Melodye and Jim discover
they have something in common. Both are bitterly hurt and want
nothing to do with love, but neither can resist the powerful
attraction that develops between them.

I certainly hope you'll write and tell
me what you did and didn't like about Melodye and Jim's story. I
love hearing from you and will always answer.

All blessings, Francine

www.francinecraft.com

hol718@aol.com
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Chapter 1

 


 


It was the last Sunday in May and
Melodye Carter frowned as she answered her door. She was rushing to
leave for her boutique and design studio for the plus-size woman,
and she wanted no distractions. The twins were with their godmother
for the day, so Melodye could bring sketches back home to work
on.

Looking out of the door viewer, her
heart nearly leapt into her throat as she saw the tall, familiar
figure. She opened the door to Detective Jim Ryman, one of Crystal
Lake, Virginia's police department's finest. "Oh, Jim, come
in."

The man grinned, stepped inside and
hesitated. He wanted to hug her, but something held him back. He
hadn't seen her since he'd investigated her husband's death in a
robbery over two years ago.

"I haven't seen you in far too long.
You're looking fabulous."

His eyes roved her face and voluptuous
body. She'd gotten even more beautiful than he remembered. Her
straight, off-black hair was worn in a shoulder-length flip with
bangs made to order for her oval face. Yeah, he remembered the
thickly fringed, long black lashes. He smiled a little as he looked
into her dark eyes.

He apologized for stopping in on a
Sunday. She said it was okay. He knew then why he hadn't hugged
her. She was fine wine and she went to his head. And he didn't like
it one bit. He wasn't looking to be romantically drawn to a woman
anytime soon... and maybe never again.

His face grew somber then. "What I'm
here to see you about is going to hurt you and I'm sorry." He gave
her a minute to prepare herself. "I've been assigned to your late
husband's cold case and I've collected enough evidence to tell me
Rafael's death was a premeditated murder. It wasn't just your
ordinary business robbery."

"Oh my God," she breathed as dizziness
set in, and he reached out to steady her. Electricity flashed
between them, startling both. He drew a deep breath and guided her
to the sofa where they sat down. She was trembling and it wasn't
from what he'd just told her.

"I'm going to need your help, Melodye.
I've been able to pinpoint who I think is behind this, but it's
liable to be the devil to prove. We think there's at least a small
mob tie-in."

She looked at him steadily as a finger
of dread traced along her spine. "Am I in danger then?"

He looked at her keenly, shaking his
head. "I don't think so, but there'll be protection for you just in
case. We're moving fast on this one so far, and the guy knows he's
in our crosshairs."

"Do I know him?"

"Turk Hylton, Rafael's
partner."

Her heart lurched and she felt cold.
Turk had come on to her the whole time she and Rafael had been
married. After her husband's death, he had gotten bolder until
she'd turned him away.

"I see," she said, "I'll give you
every bit of help I can."

Jim drew a quick breath. He saw he was
making her nervous, but he couldn't stop feasting his eyes until
they landed on her moist and full, luscious lips. Without wanting
to, he imagined sucking the bottom lip, his eyes nearly closed with
desire. He was fighting it all the way. Since Elyssa's death, he
hadn't been with another woman.

"How're your twins? Mom still talks
about them and their terrible two's," he said.

Melodye smiled with her head slightly
thrown back in that way he remembered from their high school days.
His mind flooded with memories of the days when they'd been
friendly, although they'd moved in different crowds. She had been
shy and one year behind him. She hadn't dated, but boys had admired
her full figure extravagantly. He used to wonder if she was shy
because they came on to her so hard or if they came onto her
because she was so shy.

She was busy with her own memories of
high school. "They're fine, with plenty of the two's left over.
Their godmother has them for the day. Hey, I'm delighted to see
you! Your mom told me you were coming back and I thought I'd run
into you before now."

"Yeah," was all he said.

How calm she sounded, Melodye thought,
as if he'd come by with good news instead of this shocker. And as
if he were just any man and not a six-foot-two hunk. He had always
carried an edge of danger that thrilled her.

It was warm for May. He was dressed in
a long-sleeved white tee that failed to hide his rippling pecs,
biceps and abs and stonewashed jeans. She stifled a groan at what
his body did to her. His voice was still slightly husky, as if he
were recovering from a cold. His coal-black hair, straight grained
and rough, the stormy hazel eyes and the thick black silk brows
made her stomach ache a little with wanting to run her fingers over
his long, angular face.

The trouble was, after Rafael, she
felt she never wanted another man to hurt her the way he had. It
was okay, she told herself. She could handle her feelings for Jim.
It was simply physical hunger and the desire to be wanted, the way
Rafael wanted her in the first years of their marriage.

"Have you had coffee?" she
asked.

"Just one cup, and that only starts me
for the day."

"Have another. I made fresh coffee
from beans I ground myself."

Again she thought how calm she
sounded, as if a thousand butterflies weren't fluttering in her
stomach. He was giving her a chance to digest his news and she
wasn't sure how she felt about it. She wasn't surprised. Her late
husband had long had dangerous friends and lived a dangerous
life.

Jim was the detective assigned to
Rafael's robbery. It was his first case after moving back from New
York. Jim himself had been shot in a street robbery not too long
before Rafael's death. Both cases had gone cold. She tensed. She
didn't want to think about Rafael. He had hurt her
enough.

They took their coffee and raspberry
Danishes to the breakfast nook, which was flooded with sunlight. In
the morning light she was beautiful, he thought. He smiled inside,
remembering that he sometimes brought her home in his souped-up
hotrod.

But her mother had put a stop to even
that. Melodye had looked sad when she told him. Jim raced cars and
was the community heller who had more than his share of
girlfriends. Everybody wondered how his mother, that sweet Miss
Belle, and his strict father, Paul, could raise such a
son.

"Hey, you're lost," Melodye gently
prodded him, "What're you thinking?"

Jim laughed then, his head thrown
back. She drew a sharp breath as she watched his wide, wickedly
sensual mouth. Heat ran rampant throughout her body.

"You don't want to know." His eyes
were half closed. He'd been thinking about the steady, raunchy pipe
dreams he'd had of Melodye in their youth. She was stacked, even
then. Voluptuous with her womanly hips and large, perky breasts.
From the top of her head to her beautiful feet she was fine, he
reflected, and she hadn't changed.

He grew somber then. "You're still
beautiful," he told her, feeling his crotch begin to swell and
tingle. The heller he had been as a boy had turned into a man who
brooded and kept his own counsel. People considered him aloof, but
he was talking to her,

paying her compliments. Something
about her still seemed to need reassurance and he was more than
happy to provide it.

She shook her head. "You always said
that, and I never was. I was always too big, too awkward. I'm out
of fashion and you've never realized that. Out of fashion. Out of
season."

He smiled, his eyes on her. "But
you're coming back into fashion. The rail-thin woman is going out
of style."

As he looked at her, Jim felt his
loins tighten, This wasn't going to do. These weren't just friendly
feelings, but he had sworn off anything like desire and passion
since Elyssa and his unborn son died. He had lived a bleak life
since then. It was getting better, but there was no room anymore
for love and romance. Plough on, he told himself. You didn't come
here to ogle her. Still, he found himself saying it because she
looked wistful and a little lost, the way she'd looked long
ago.

"You never knew you were beautiful,"
he told her. "I used to want to drill it into your head that you
were. Those few times I ran into you and we talked. I know Papa
France and your grandmother told you, but you always chose to
believe your mother and your sister. You're Cinderella, babe, and I
thought by now you'd know it."

She shrugged. "I'm just another
overweight sister who doesn't look too bad."

His leg brushed hers, and she
thrilled, fever running throughout her body, then fought
it.

"Sorry," he said.

"Don't be. He didn't have to know that
every nerve in her body was thrumming with excitement. What in hell
was wrong with her? If she could handle his raging teenage
hormones, she surely could handle her feelings now.

For a moment, Jim held his breath. She
was feeling something for him; he was sure of it, but he didn't
intend to lead her on. "We need to talk about Rafael's death again.
What happened after I left?"

She breathed shallowly,
remembering that time. "Not much, but one thing, Turk Hylton asked
me if I’d found a
large sum of money he said Rafael left for him. I searched and
found nothing. I told him, bat I don't think he believed me. I've
never been able to bring myself to go through Rafael's
study..."

She hated talking about Rafael,
remembering only the shattered dreams and what he'd put her
through.

He cleared his throat. "You miss
Rafael, I know, and I can't tell you how sorry I am. The worst part
of being a detective is breaking news of a murder to the spouses
and families."

She longed to tell him then that
Rafael had long destroyed her love for him by the time he died. At
first, he had been everything she'd dreamed of in a husband. Well,
maybe not everything. From the beginning, he'd been hard to get
along with. He had wanted her to have an abortion when she found
but she was pregnant with twins. He'd railed that he didn't want
children. He'd never told her that when he was courting
her.

She'd been adamant. No
abortion. He'd sulked and stayed away later. After the twins were
born, he'd criticized her for not being good company. "Hell,
they're your whole life. Where do I fit in?" He'd been drunk half
the time and spent more and more time at Steeped In Joy, the nightclub he
owned with Turk Hylton. She'd suspected he cheated and she'd
thought about hiring a private investigator, but by then, it hadn't
mattered. He also gambled heavily, something else she hadn't known
before they were married.

"I don't miss him," she said flatly,
and he looked at her, startled at the vehemence in her
voice.

His head went to one side, keenly
interested, empathetic. "Want to talk about it?"

She thought a moment before scalding
tears stung her eyes. "Later," she said, "and thank
you."

What had hurt so much was the brutal
way Rafael had criticized her person. She had gained little weight
with her pregnancy, but he said she had and that he didn't like it.
The final straw had been when he compared her unfavorably to Lucia,
her thin, fashion-model sister, saying, "You two sure aren't cut
from the same cloth. Take a page from her book. I'm putting you on
a diet."

She hunched her shoulders, still too
vividly aware of him. She wasn't looking for a man, not even Jim.
"Do you still miss Elyssa?"

He thought a moment and found he
couldn't talk about it. It still hurt too much, even after almost
three years. He shook his head. "As you said, later. Mom told you I
moved back."

"Oh, yes, she told me even when you
were planning to. She needs someone since her heart attack. She
misses your father."

He wanted to talk about his pain and
how much it had hurt that he wasn't going to get to be a father.
Suddenly his attention was caught by a large framed photo on the
table beside them. "The twins," he said, and picked it up. God,
they were beautiful, each with an arm wrapped around Melodye's
neck.

He could only croak out, "Very nice,"
and it was like saying a brilliant sun was nice. Not nearly good
enough.

"They're a handful," she said,
laughing. "They're often sick and I wonder about it."

"I understand children are. Fevers,
that sort of thing."

She pressed her legs back against the
chair so his leg wouldn't brush hers again, and bit her
lip.

Jim looked thoughtful. "We know Rafael
was a heavy gambler, but not a very good one. You would know he
went everywhere from Vegas to Monaco...Atlantic City."

"Yes." That was one of the things they
had quarreled about.

"I think he was a hit. We've
questioned Turk Hylton. His kind would hire it done, of course. I
think Rafael double-crossed him. Turk's got mob
ties...."

She shuddered. "I think he's a
dangerous man."

"He knows how to play it safe. I don't
think he'll bother you."

She crossed her arms over her breasts,
and he noted the protective gesture. "Like I said, I haven't gone
over Rafael's things because I haven't wanted to face what he left
behind, but you'll need me to, won't you?"

"Yeah. I'd appreciate it if you
did."

She felt cold then, "I don't like
danger, Jim. If I'd known there was any chance that Rafael even
knew a mobster, or that he gambled heavily, I wouldn't have married
him. By the time I found out, it was too late."

His heart went out to her. He wanted
to talk about old times, but now wasn't the right moment. They had
to talk about Rafael's murder. He drew a deep breath, asked her
what she remembered about the night Rafael died. She told him
everything, thinking back to the shock and of that night. Rafael
had been a night owl, especially with owning and running a
nightclub. He had been killed at 3:00 a.m. His wallet had been
missing, but not his expensive diamond ring and watch. He was known
to carry large sums of money and it seemed a simple open-and-shut
robbery case.

Jim listened intently. Finally he
asked, "Men living the life he lived have enemies. Do you
personally know of any?"

She shook her head. "He kept his
business to himself. He wasn't fond of Turk, although they'd once
been best friends. He often talked of buying him out, but Turk
wasn't selling. One thing he did tell me when we were
close..."

She was silent and he gently prodded.
"One thing..."

She drew a deep breath. "He said he
was loosely connected to the New York mob, that he couldn't get
where he wanted to go without them. He was worried that they
demanded more and more and he thought Turk was really in bed with
them. The police never said anything about that and I didn't tell
them. I was just too much in shock."

Jim nodded. "That's
understandable,"

She closed her eyes. "How much time do
you have?"

"Any amount you need." She was
affecting him so. He tried to tell himself she brought back the
old, carefree days, but that didn't explain it all. He was
conflicted. Right now, he neither wanted, nor needed a woman. He
had expected to feel what he had felt in the past—a lighthearted,
friendly, sexy attraction. An emotional small car. But from the
moment she opened her door, her presence was on top of him like a
Mack truck. Damn! He was well trained to keep his emotions in
check. Well, that training wasn't serving him.

His mind told him he could handle it,
but his feelings wondered.

"Would you go through at least some of
his things with me?" she asked.

"Sure."

"Have you had breakfast?"

He shook his head. "I don't usually
get really hungry until later on,"

"Could you down a grilled
cheese?"

"I'd like that."

They didn't tarry after eating; she
took him straight to Rafael's study, to the secret panel that she
opened electronically. It was a small room with shelves and
built-in drawers. Everything was tidily arranged. Rafael had been a
neat freak. She felt cold with dread and memory. They looked at
papers and money in packets, but there were no large sums from the
cursory search they made.

Jim was relieved that, in the course
of sifting through Rafael's things, he was a little less aware of
the way Melodye drew him. His gut was still tight, but thank God
for small favors. The saucy, perfume she wore wasn't
helping.

"Do you see anything here that'll be
helpful to you?" she asked.

"Yes. If you will, just let everything
stay as it is. I'll be back with a' photographer and my own trusty
camera on Monday at your convenience. Will that be a
problem?"

She shook her head. "No, Odessa can
take over as long as you need me."

Jim glanced at his watch. It had taken
them almost three hours. As if guided by something, Melodye went to
a small drawer and opened it. "When the room was finished, Rafael
showed me around, laughed and said this drawer was special. You
know, it was so long ago I'd forgotten what he said. I didn't want
to know any of his secrets. He had a dark side and I was terrified
of what I'd find." She took a deep breath. "Jim, do you have any
idea who shot you?" She wondered why she thought of that
now.

He shrugged. "The dude was after loot.
He took my wallet, my fraternity ring and watch. I was in a
neighborhood it wasn't healthy to be in."

She was rummaging all the while they
talked. Frowning, she drew a white envelope from the back corner of
the drawer. It had been so close to the wood, she'd almost missed
it. Taking it out, she found the flap was just tucked in and on the
envelope there was the name of their bank with the notation
"Safe-Deposit Box."

Rafael and Melodye had once made an
envelope including their joint safe-deposit-box number and the
legend of what was in there, but this one made her breathe harder.
Looking at the key inside, she saw that it wasn't the same number
of their shared box. Of course, she'd known he had an entire life
outside of her and she'd learned not to wonder. She handed the
envelope to Jim.

He looked at her. "I'm going to need
to check this out."

"How about first thing tomorrow
morning?"

"Perfect. I'll pick you up." He wanted
to say something else, but he also wanted to get the hell out of
there and away from her as soon as he could. She held him as a
magnet holds iron filings, and it made him angry. He had grown used
to being alone. Shattering hurt was something he didn't intend to
go through again anytime soon.

He left then and she went to the
window, watched him go down the walk and get into his dark blue
sedan and drive away; her knees felt a little weak. He was a
powerful man, and she wished they had been possible before Rafael.
She found herself wishing she had let him get next to her when they
were young, but he'd never asked. She chided herself sharply. After
Rafael, she never intended to trust another man.

Standing there, she still felt the
hurt of Rafael's rejection, of his telling her she was out of shape
in more ways than one. Didn't she realize that bearing the twins
had been a mistake? he'd asked.

He'd said, too, that she had far more
hips and breasts than she needed. He'd said she was cold and didn't
turn him on anymore; in fact, she turned him off. He'd been
incredibly cruel, punishing her for insisting on bearing the twins.
But she felt he was telling the truth, that birthing the twins had
made a difference and "thin was in." Wasn't that the American way
of life?

One thing about Jim Ryman, he'd always
been kind, even in what was often the cruel stage of adolescence.
He'd been a dark, brooding presence even as a boy, but so much of
him had been mature, even then. If only they had gotten together
before she met Rafael. Now it was too late. She felt angry at the
attraction she felt for Jim. Rafael had savaged her beyond repair.
Now she fully intended to keep men and romance out of her life
forever.

Still, she shivered a little, wishing
against her will that Monday were now, so she could see him again,
irritated with herself for her eagerness. One thing she knew, this
time around, Jim Ryman was going to spell trouble in her
life.


Chapter 2

 


 


Melodye came awake the next morning,
smiling. She hugged her pillow and realized she was looking forward
to the day far more than she usually did. Throwing back the covers
and swinging her long legs over the side of the bed, she stood up
and began to do deep knee bends, flexing her five-foot-nine-inch
body and feeling pure life flood her.

She had slipped into an exercise suit
when her door burst open and the room was filled with the whoops of
two dervishes known as Rachel and Randy, her twins. They came to
her, hugged her legs and begged for kisses and hugs.

Laughing, she sat back down on the bed
then lay back as they swarmed over her.

"I'm hungry," Randy declared, making a
funny face.

"So what's new? When aren't you
hungry?" Melodye teased him.

"I'm hungry, too," Rachel chimed in.
She usually was exactly the opposite of her twin. "Can we have
cereal and hot dogs?"

"Cereal, yes. Hot dogs, no. It's too
early in the day for hot dogs."

"Odessa lets us have them. We have a
good time at Odessa's." Rachel pouted.

"Hmm. That's because she only has you
once in a while. She can afford to spoil you. Now, trot back to
your room and play while I do my exercises and we'll all have
breakfast."

Randy stuck out his tongue. "Can we
have that good cereal?"

Melodye shook her head. "I'm afraid
not. Remember, I told you it's too sugary? I have a new one I think
you'll like."

"I like the Krispies. I want the
Krispies."

Melodye fixed her son with a steady
eye. "In this world, chum, we don't always get what we want." She
chucked him under the chin. "But we take what we can get with a
good heart."

She got up and herded them out and
they reluctantly left. Finishing her sit-ups, she reflected that
next month she was having fitness equipment put in. Then she
thought wistfully that she could lose a few of her one hundred and
ninety-five pounds.

She lay on her side, one leg extended
upward when Randy came back in. "Is Miss Belle coming for us this
morning?"

"Doesn't she usually?" She sat up to
face her little boy, "Is this a ploy to come back in?"

"What's a ploy, Mommy?"

Grinning, Melodye told him, "Something
to get you what you want, and you're a master at it." She hugged
him tightly and his reed-slender body melded into hers before he
went out, sighing.

 


* * *

 


Miss Belle and Jim drew up later that
morning at the same time. Melodye saw them from her front window
and went out with the twins and their knapsacks. They were ready to
go with Jim's mother, who usually kept them and three other small
children. Miss Belle parked at the curb and got out as Randy and
Rachel ran to her. She bent and hugged them tightly, then waved at
her son, who waved back.

Jim sat in the car gathering the
paraphernalia he'd need to assess Rafael's secret room. He felt
calm and at first was deep in thought until he focused on Melodye
and the day before came flooding back with all of its powerful
feelings. This time, he'd been able to think about it and he felt
he was ready to hold it down. He was wrong. He guessed he was just
a man who needed a woman, any woman, but he didn't intend to let it
get the best of him.

He got out, loaded with his gear and
went to the group, hugging his mother. The twins demanded a hug,
which he fervently gave, and his heart began to open to them. They
were so precious. He had a quick flash of them as his own and was
full of irritation that his mind had begun to play tricks on him.
He'd kept it all in place and he'd been doing fine. For now he
hated the new development that brought Melodye and the twins into
his life.

Melodye tried to be calm as she looked
at him, but the previous day's feelings came crashing in. All the
feverish hunger was there and it was only eight in the
morning.

"Oh, yes," Miss Belle told her, "a
couple of weeks from now, I'm opening Jim's country house. It's too
early for swimming, but the view is gorgeous and you'll enjoy being
there. Say you'll come. The twins'll love it."

Melodye thought a moment. It sounded
good. "I think I'll take you up on it," she said, "but the twins
will be with Odessa again for the Children's Museum."

"Then it'll be a good holiday for you.
You like Ping-Pong and both Jim and I play a mean game. He'll pick
you up. I'll be packing lots of goodies for us to eat, so I'll be
coming later on."

Melodye glanced at Jim, who looked
noncommittal, but she wondered if a look of annoyance and surprise
crossed his face.

"Yeah," Jim said. "I'll pick you up
around nine, or is that too early?"

Melodye shook her head. "That's
fine."

Miss Belle tucked the twins in the car
and they drove off with them waving until they got out of
sight.

In the car, Belle Ryman looked back,
too. She was very fond of Melodye and her wee ones. The young woman
was like the daughter she'd always wanted and the twins were like
the grandchildren she didn't have. Now, Melodye and her Jim would
make a grand pair, she mused with a smile.

The matchmaker in her chortled with
delight. If she couldn't get them together, she was going to have a
great old time trying.

She grinned with visions dancing in
her head of grandchildren at her knee, along with the twins, who
were like her very own.

Melodye turned to Jim. "Shall we go
in?"

"Might as well."

"Let me help you with some of that
stuff."

"I can handle it."

Looking at him, she felt an odd
mixture of emotions. Interest. Lust. Warmth. Coolness. She wanted
to get closer. She wanted to get much farther away. Sure, she'd bet
he could handle just about anything. He didn't need or want her,
that much was plain. And she sure as hell didn't need him. Once
this was over, they'd go their separate ways and, God, let it be
over soon.

She asked if he'd had breakfast and he
said he had. He'd already had a second cup of coffee, so they got
right down to business.

His mini-digital camera was soon
clicking as she opened drawers and put things out to be
photographed. They worked silently, both tense and focused on the
job at hand. "You know I'm going to need a lot of information from
you, but I'm giving you time to mull it over. Try to recall
everything you think may have bearing. Any bits of telephone
conversations you may have overheard. Husbands and wives talk a
lot."

She shook her head. "Before he was
killed, we weren't talking at all."

He nodded and looked at her. She
sounded bitter. He knew she'd loved this man and he'd hurt her. Her
face looked vulnerable, and he felt the way he'd felt yesterday,
that her body was turning him on to high heaven. She was sure
giving his loins a major workout. Okay, he thought with a shred of
resignation, he was due some strong feeling after so long a spell
of numbness. Better with Melodye than with some woman he couldn't
trust. She had her own heartbreak and he was safe. She wasn't
looking for a man.

"That wraps it up here for the time
being," he finally said after a couple of hours. "Let's go on to
the bank."

At the bank, in the room of
safe-deposit boxes, they found that the box they wanted was near
the one once shared by Melodye and Rafael. Melodye found her heart
pounding as she opened the box. She closed her eyes for a moment
before looking in. Jim had brought a basket to hold whatever they
found.

There wasn't much. A jeweler's black
box she snapped open to find a tennis bracelet, expensive and
glittering with gold and good-size diamonds. Then there were two
large manila envelopes, one of which held hundred dollar bills.
They quickly counted fifty thousand dollars.

Jim whistled. "In cold cash,
yet."

"I wonder if this is the money Turk
was looking for," Melodye said.

"Could be. Let's see the other
envelope."

Their fingers touched and mere was the
high-voltage electricity between them again. This time it wasn't
surprising and both held their breath. How long would this go on?
They were in a closed, well-lighted room alone and they might as
well have been under a moonlight- and starlight-spangled night for
all the protection they had from their unwanted
attraction.

Jim looked at her closely. "We're
going to have to talk about what's happening between us," he said
flatly."We have to work together on this case, but we don't have to
get swamped with something neither one of us wants.
Right?"

She nodded, unable to speak. Her heart
thumped and fluttered. If he pressed her back against the bank of
safe-deposit boxes and took her, she knew she'd let him. Since
when, she wondered, with no small amount of anger, had she been
such easy prey? She knew a little about him as a youth, that he was
wild, but she had also found him kind and assuring. She knew little
more about him as a man. He had questioned her, yes, after Rafael's
death and he had still seemed kind. But Jim Ryman had his ghosts
and his demons and you didn't get close to him easily.

They were locked in silent closeness
when he breathed deeply and said, "Let's hit the next envelope."
They were both careful not to touch again.

That envelope held one hundred
thousand dollars in bearer bonds, and Jim whistled
again.

"The guy sure handled plenty of
moolah."

"He was careless with
money."

She reached into the box, get the last
item and opened a heavy, cream-colored envelope. She recognized the
stationery. Rafael had asked her to order it, saying he trusted her
taste and that it was special. Curious, she read the scrawled
note.

Baby,

This is all for you with plenty more
to follow. I'm going to help your dreams come true. In a few days
we'll be in Cancun, wallowing in the sand and making love like
never before. I know this will surprise you, but life is full of
surprises. You'll know by this how much I love you.

Forever yours,

Your Rafael

Sudden tears sprang to Melodye's eyes.
Had this note been for her? They were a week away from their
anniversary when he was killed. She had needed money badly for her
boutique and he had said he'd see what he could do about it. And
they had been to Cancun on their honeymoon. Were the money and the
note for her? Melodye read the note twice. Or were they for someone
else?

Rafael could be generous to a fault.
Unbidden, her mind flooded with the first days of their marriage
and his ardor. She shuddered a bit and began to cry, shedding tears
of disappointment and hurt at her failed marriage, at the pain
Rafael had inflicted that she hadn't cried about. Her heart felt
leaden and was bursting with hurt. She was breaking and she
couldn't stop herself.

Jim covered the couple of feet between
them and held her soft, lush body hard against his. His heart
drummed crazily. Right now, he meant to be all about comfort,
nothing else. Yeah, right, he chided himself. His loins were on
fire and he wished almost violently that he could take her here and
now. But his role was as comforter and he damned well meant to do
only that.

After long moments, an after-sob shook
her and she calmed. "I'm sorry," she breathed.

"For what? Being human? Caring for a
man who didn't know how to treat you?"

Ha, he told himself, he wasn't a good
one to talk about not knowing how to treat a woman. He hadn't been
great in that department, either.

"Jim, thank you, and don't ask for
what. I haven't really cried since Rafael's death. It all just
seemed so unreal. I guess I'll never know if this note was for me.
You'll need this money and that note for evidence, won't
you?"

"Yeah. If you're hard up for money, I
think I can get my department to release some of it."

She shook her head. "No. I'm doing
okay." She took a deep breath. "I can't think of anyone I’d rather
have on this case."

They both became acutely aware at the
same time that he still held her, and she laughed a little as he
let his arms fall She missed having him hold her. His body had felt
like heaven against hers. Smiling at herself, she thought, bring on
another trauma, if it's going to make me feel this good.

He looked at her quizzically. "You're
sure you're all right?"

"I'm sure. I know you don't want
thanks, but I do thank you. You were always kind."

He sounded bitter then. "There've been
times I haven't been kind enough." But he didn't explain what he
meant.

She invited him to go back to her
boutique with her and he agreed, saying the more he knew about her
life and Rafael's, the better. By the time they reached the big
sandstone building just above Dupont Circle on Connecticut Avenue,
she felt relaxed and relieved. She also thrummed with excitement,
thinking she was going to have to get used to the fact that this
man excited her.

Her boutique was on the second floor
and was beautifully decorated in shades of burgundy, peach and pale
pink with touches of jade, red and bright yellow. It was spacious
and airy and she was very proud of what she'd
accomplished.

"Nice," he commented. There were only
a few customers and she greeted them warmly. Women began coming in
in the early afternoon.

Her best friend, Odessa Holloway, a
tall, heavy set woman with curly brown hair came forward. When
Melodye introduced Jim, Odessa shook hands and laughed, "Just what
we need at A-l Plus Love, a fine man to brighten up our digs.
Welcome and come back any old time."

Odessa was a flirt. Her style was so
lighthearted that men flirted right back, and Jim was no exception.
Crinkles formed around his eyes. "I'm going to have to take you up
on that, at least for a while."

Melodye explained that Jim was
investigating Rafael's death. Odessa expressed surprise that it was
a murder, but Melodye was sure she didn't feel
surprised.

"You've got company," Odessa told
her.

"Don't keep it a secret."

Odessa raised her eyebrows. "The queen
herself. Your mother. Bettina. She's back in your studio, going
over some of the designs for our fashion show and ruling the roost
in general."

Bettina was the last person Melodye
wanted to see. She had disliked Jim in the past. How did she feel
now? She decided to barge right in and take Jim with her. "Remember
my mother?"

"I surely do. Think she's changed
about my being the devil incarnate?"

Melodye laughed. "She was just trying
to protect me. You were always something else."

He grinned. "Uh-huh. That was and is
you."

Oh, he was good for her ego, she
thought.

They found Bettina sitting on a tall
stool in front of a drawing board, poring over sketches. Her honey
skin was flawless, features and makeup perfect and her brown hair
was done in a shiny French twist. Her fashionably thin body was
clad in her trademark Prada. She glanced up when they came
in.

"Mother, remember Jim
Ryman?"

"I'm afraid I do." Her mother's husky,
theatrical voice was slightly acid. "How are you, Jim?"

"Well, and you?"

"I'm a tough nut to crack. I'll always
do well, I think."

Jim laughed easily. The woman's eyes
said she liked him no better than she'd liked him as a youth. He'd
hated that she didn't want him to be friends with Melodye. Now he
didn't care. Once this case was over, he was out of here. He stood
there as Bettina began to talk about the sketches with Melodye. He
noted that her first comments were laced with deep and
none-too-kind criticism.

After just a few minutes, Melodye
stopped her, "We can do this later, Mom. Jim needs to talk with me
about some things..."

"Oh, yes," Bettina said. "And we have
a lot to talk about. I'm really working on giving your show my all
and you can count your blessings. I'm not sure you could pull it
off without me. I'm moving fast, and—"

"Mother." Melodye's voice was
firm.

Bettina raised her brows high and gave
Jim a glance. "I certainly hope you've changed. Are you just back
for a visit?"

He cleared his throat. "I've moved
back, I'm afraid." How different he felt now from the time he'd
cowered inside at her coldness.

"Oh? Your wife died, didn't
she?"

"Yes."

"You were a policeman."

"I still am."

"Have you made it to captain, or
beyond?" She spoke as if she found anything less to be
unacceptable.

"No. I'm stuck at detective
lieutenant."

"Ah, dead bodies and skullduggery. Why
would you want to deal with that?"

"Mother!" Melodye
protested.

"Well, it's true, but that would be
just your style. You were a wild one, Jim. I certainly hope you've
changed."

Jim laughed a little, thinking, And
you're a nasty lady who never forgives.

"Mother, Jim and I have to get
started."

Bettina sat for a moment as if she
hadn't heard her, then she closed her eyes and pushed herself off
the stool. She looked at Jim carefully and said, "Would you leave
my daughter and me alone for a minute? I just want to tell her
something that can't wait. I'll only be a minute."

"Of course."

"Please wait just outside," a nettled
Melodye told him, and Jim opened the door and stepped back out into
the boutique. Bettina and her daughter squared off as Melodye told
her, "You were none too civil. Live in the present, Mother. A lot
of water has gone over the dam."

"Not enough, I'm afraid," Bettina
grated. "I see you've still got starry eyes over the Ryman
boy."

"The Ryman
man."

"You're asking for trouble if you let
him into your life, Melodye. He wasn't for you then, he isn't for
you now. Lucia could handle him, you can't."

At the mention of the svelte Lucia,
her fair skinned, light-haired sister, Melodye bristled and, yes,
she hurt. Lucia had always been Bettina's favorite. Favorite?
Melodye thought bitterly. No, Bettina loved Lucia and didn't love
her. It was a sharp knife that had always twisted in her heart and
it never seemed to end.

Melodye drew a deep breath. "I don't
think anyone handles Jim Ryman. He's very much his own
man."

"How long have you been seeing
him?"

Melodye glared at her mother. "I don't
want to discuss this with you. It's none of your
business."

Bettina's look was full of scorn as
her eyes raked her daughter's body. "Very well, my girl, but do
remember that Rafael was the only man who's ever truly been
interested in you. He was your only chance and by some miracle he
wanted to marry you. If you weren't happy, you never told me. It's
unfortunate that he was killed in that robbery, but such is life.
As I said, he was your last chance and I predict it won't happen
again."

Bettina drew a deep breath. "A man
like Jim Ryman would never be interested in the likes of you. Maybe
Lucia..."

Melodye's voice was shrill. "I'm not
going to listen to this. There's nothing between Jim Ryman and me.
I don't think you have to worry about that. Now, there are things
we have to talk about, so I have to ask you to leave."

With an exaggerated shrug, Bettina
pursed her lips, picked up her Prada bag from the drawing board and
began to march out. But she flung back over her shoulder, "You can
be such a fool, Melodye. Sometimes I wonder how you got to be my
daughter."

Melodye felt rage creep into her
system, but she seemed calm as she called Jim back in.

Just inside the door, he stood looking
at her quizzically. "Again I have to ask, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm okay. You must be getting
tired of my thanking you, but you're very good at soothing
me."

She had gone closer to him than she
intended and the heat from their bodies was intense. She wanted to
move back and couldn't, trapped by interest and aching
desire.

He bit his bottom lip. "I'll try not
to take too much of your time, but the more info I can get, the
faster I can put the pieces together."

She smiled. "Please don't worry about
my time. I want to see this solved as much as you do." Lord, she
thought, her female core was doing flips. Then she sobered as she
thought of what Rafael had told her about being out of shape inside
and out. Now, Jim Ryman looked at her as if everything about her
was in exactly the right place and he liked what he saw. But he was
distant, too, and she felt he would take it no further. In
Melodye's deepest heart she felt that Bettina was right—he wasn't
for the likes of her. He was gorgeous and everything she wanted in
a man, but Lucia would be more his speed.

She became aware that she was dreaming
and she started.

"You were thinking?" he
said.

"About where this will end." She meant
the investigation, but what lay between them was very much on her
mind.

"What's it like for you tomorrow
morning?" he asked

"It's always a slow day, and my time
is pretty much my own. Odessa welcomes any chance to run the show.
Like me, she loves this place. Why do you ask?"

"Because I need you to go with me to
see Turk Hylton in the afternoon. I plan to ask him some loaded
questions and I'd like you to be there to assess his
reaction."

She grimaced because she didn't want
to see Turk Hylton ever again, but she nodded. "Sure. I'll go with
you."

They set a time and began talking
about Rafael. Jim's voice was quiet and slow and she enjoyed
hearing him lay it out.

"I've got twice as much intelligence
as I expected to have," he told her. "This is one of the
department's most important cases. The mob likes to come into a
little city like this and try to take over. Police departments in
small places aren't always too savvy, but Crystal Lake is
different. Chief Arnold is from New York City and he's the best.
We're not going to have the mob taking over."

She nodded. "I said I'd do anything to
help and I mean it. When I asked you if I'm in danger, I didn't
mean that that would hold me back. I've got the twins and, yes, I'm
very concerned, but that won't stop me from helping
you."

He looked grave. "Good. There are ways
to prevent your being exposed to much danger and I intend to use
all of them."

He glanced at his watch after nearly
another hour of conversation. "I've gotta go. Two meetings with the
chief today."

He smiled broadly then and she
wondered what made his face light up. She thought he should smile
more often; it made him even more of a heartbreaker. She was glad
she was off the market. For a moment Melodye held her breath
because she thought he was going to touch her hand and she wanted
him to. She also didn't want the incendiary flash between them that
always seemed to happen. But he only shrugged and went out, saying,
"See you tomorrow."

After he left she sat at her desk
poring over some papers, then she picked up a sketch and studied
her dress for the show. A safe draped navy crepe. Lovely enough,
but nothing special. Bettina had taught her well. Nothing special
for no one special. The thought flashed across her mind: How did
Jim Ryman see her? He called her beautiful, but he knew she didn't
have enough self-esteem and he was a kind man. She dreaded the time
when Lucia would blow into town and put her stamp on
him.


Chapter 3

 


 


Turk Hylton was his usual suave,
effusive self. His skin, oiled black hair and London-tailored suits
were just part of his man-about-town persona. He stood up as his
secretary showed them into the big, luxurious room. It pleased
Melodye that Jim had a couple of inches on him because Turk had
once seemed so big and threatening.

Finally he said easily, "Welcome to my
palace. Sweetie, you're looking like the Venus de Milo and I'm
responding. Lord, how I'm responding."

Turk's drink-reddened eyes had
narrowed and he seemed to be eating her alive. Then he shrugged.
"Have a seat, of course." He indicated a big, blue, expensive sofa,
then pulled up a deep chair in front of them. A confrontational
setting.

"I'll need to record this
conversation," Jim said. "May I have your permission?"

Turk sat, tapping his foot. "Sure. If
I don't give it to you, you'll just haul my ass into the station
house and there'll be fifty recorders going. Fire away. I've got
lawyers who can get me out of anything I choose to get myself
into."

Jim was silent a long while and
Melodye guessed it was to throw Turk off guard. Turk's breathing
was loud in the room.

"How about a few drinks to ease the
atmosphere?" Turk asked them.

Melodye and Jim shook their heads.
Turk got up, pulled over a small table and put bowls of nuts, corn
chips and candy from his desk onto it. "I'm forgetting my manners.
Forgive me."

The two men were playing cat and mouse
and she thought she knew who would win, Turk and Rafael had played
games with each other around her. As Turk continued to slaver over
her, Jim marshaled his thoughts and dug in.

"You know all about Mr. Carter's
gambling habits," he began.

Turk sighed and patted his foot
harder. "Well, not all. Rafael was a man who played his cards—all
of them—close to his vest. Melodye here would know as much as I
do." Then he rushed on, "Rafael and I used to be the best of
friends. We go back a long way,"

"What caused the rift?"

"Did I say there was a rift? No, we
just drifted from friendship to acquaintance. I had a lot of ideas
about expanding Steeped In Joy he didn't go along with. He had
ideas I hated."

"Such as?"

Turk chuckled. "You cops are nosy
bastards, aren't you? He wanted to move the club closer to
Richmond. Clea Wilde's got Wilde's Wonderland a couple of miles
away and she's competition with a capital C. He thought we'd do
better down there. I wanted to expand right here, drive old Clea to
the wall. I’m a vicious competitor."

You 're a vicious man, Melodye
thought, but said nothing.

"Did you two quarrel?"

"All the time. I’ve got a temper.
Rafael had a temper. We nearly came to blows a couple of times, but
I backed off. My mama always said a fool and his fists make
dangerous partners."

Jim drew a deep breath and smiled. "I
like that'?

"Yeah, I thought you would. My mama
was something else. She thought the same about her son. My dad was
a no-show." He laughed hollowly.

Melodye had sat down closer to Jim
than she intended to and her flesh tingled with his presence as if
they were the only two people in the room. Animals and birds
strutted their stuff to impress the mates they wanted. Jim was a
smoothie and he impressed her just by being on earth and she wasn't
a woman who was easily impressed. Calm down, girl, she told herself
as she felt the familiar thrum between her legs. This is a serious
affair. A man has been murdered. Your late husband, Rafael, has
been murdered. Slow down.

But she didn't slow down. Jim's voice
seemed unusually authoritative and warm, as if he were questioning
a friend. He was good, no doubt about it, and Turk began to seem
ill at ease on his own turf. This pleased her no end.

Jim was in control now. "Then you two
never seriously fought, but you had your differences. Was there a
specific time that perhaps enraged you? You said you both had
tempers."

Turk recovered a little. "Man,
everybody's got a temper. I'll bet you've got one of the worst.
Miss Melodye here is a firesetter. I've been on the receiving end
of her wrath just because I know a great body when I see one and
I've always gone for what I wanted."

"Did you want Rafael's
wife?"

"Hell, don't you?"

To her surprise, Jim smiled. "Did he
object to your coming on to her?"

Turk beat his fist on the arm of his
chair, "Rafael had his own fish to fry. He did tell me once never
to come on too strong to his wife. He was territorial and he'd
stand for just so much. So I kept it on an easy scale. I ogled and
satisfied myself with that. But Melodye can tell you I tried to
make her see that I could service her better than he could. I
didn't drink as much, didn't have as many women. Remember,
Melodye?"

Melodye didn't answer him and he
didn't pursue it.

Jim asked a quick succession of
questions then that seemed to throw Turk off guard and that he
seemed to resent. Finally he said, "You're trying to pin this whole
goddamned murder on me, aren't you? But it won't play. I didn't
kill my partner."

"Or hire it done?"

"What?" Turk roared. "Hell no. I
didn't hire it done. Everybody knows Rafael went about loaded with
cash. He's lucky it didn't happen long ago. Ask some of his women
if they got tired of being shafted. Rafael was a married
player."

Melodye sat, thinking, so there was
her answer after all this time. She had suspected it. Now she knew,
when it no longer mattered.

When they were finished, Jim stood up.
Turk sat for a moment, smiling. "Find out anything you didn't
already know?'' he asked.

Jim shrugged. "Enough. Thank
you."

"I think you guys are overpaid and
have too much time on your hands. Come back anytime. We've got a
great band playing this weekend. Bring your friend here." He leered
at Melodye again and she cringed inside. Turk was such an idiot.
Then Turk winked at her slowly and lewdly, and Jim threw him a
volcanic glare. Melodye's response was glacial and it cooled his
ardor a bit.

Out on the highway going back to
Crystal Lake, Jim seemed deep in thought. Finally he laughed a bit
as his fingers tapped the wheel. "Hylton's a piece of work." he
said.

"Was the visit helpful?"

"Oh, yeah. I saw firsthand the way he
comes on to you and the way you dislike him."

"Choose a stronger word."

"Okay, loathe."

"Ah, right on the button."

"Nothing brings out the way a man
really is like the way a woman brings it out. Turk said Rafael had
warned him about you."

"Rafael didn't care. In the beginning,
when they were close, he laughed about it. Joked that we should
make a threesome." She shuddered a bit. "It was only after they
were no longer so friendly that Rafael began to come down on him.
Turk ignored him."

Again he was silent before he said,
"Call Mom, will you, and tell her to have the twins ready to roll.
I've got a late meeting with the chief and I have to be there
early. I was by Mom's earlier and I began telling the kids a story
before I had to leave on call. I promised I'd come back and
finish."

"That's thoughtful of you."

"Not really. I remember how it feels
to be disappointed as a kid. Your world is so narrow, so
dependent..."

He was remembering how often his own
policeman father had disappointed him and it still hurt.

Miss Belle had promised to have the
twins ready to go. Melodye settled back in Jim's burgundy BMW and
listened to the engine purr. The windows were down and it was warm
for May. They were silent, both going over what they'd just been
through. Melodye always felt she needed a shower when she'd been
around Turk Hylton.

Later, at her house Jim helped her put
the twins to bed. They'd had supper and wanted one of the sugarless
cookies Miss Belle had baked for them. "Now," Randy demanded, "the
rest of the story."

Jim looked at him and grinned. "Spoken
like a real little man." He sat in a chair by the bed and began the
old, old tale of the wolf and the three little pigs. Before he
began, he said, "All good things deserve being repeated, so I'm
going to start over and this time go to the end."

"Yeah!" Randy shouted.

Melodye looked at her little boy,
shaking her head, envisioning him at thirteen and storming this
world. She sat in another chair and listened as Jim told the story,
acting it out in his pleasant baritone voice. She focused on Jim.
He seemed like a different man with her kids. No longer brooding
and distant. Too bad he didn't have children. Elyssa had been
pregnant when she drowned. What kind of father would he have made?
And she wistfully thought that she wanted a man like him for her
kids, but her grandfather, Papa France, had to be enough. For
herself she wanted no man at all.

When the kids were finally tucked in
with kisses and hugs from Melodye and Jim, they slept and she
switched on a recording of Dvorak's Cello Concerto. The gorgeous
music always lifted her spirits.

"You like classical music," he said.
"It figures. It's deep and so are you."

"Do you like classical?"

"That piece is one of my favorites.
There's not much in music I don't like. Gospel. Classical. R&B.
Pop. I guess country's a favorite. The white man's
blues."

"There's Charley Pride. He sure isn't
white."

"He's one of the greats. I love him
and Otis Blackwell."

It had grown dark and she was mindful
that he would need to leave. "There's a meteor shower the
weatherman said we could see around this time. Would you like to
watch it?"

"Yeah, I would. I once thought of
being an astronomer. There isn't much I haven't thought of being.
My father wanted me to be anything but a race car
driver."

She teased him then. "I remember the
souped-up hotrods and you were hell-bent on racing. You were going
to be the first great African-American racer."

He laughed. "And I wind up a cop like
my dad. Same level. I wanted to race to get his dander up. He hated
racing and wanted me to be a doctor. By the time I finished the
academy he was dead. I think he'd be proud of me—finally. I sure
gave him fits growing up."

His face had gone somber and there was
pain in his eyes. "If I'd known he was going to die so soon, I
would've tried harder to please him."

She wanted to place her hand on his as
they sat side by side on the sofa, but she was afraid of her
feelings, hated and thrilled about what happened when they touched.
So she simply said, "I'm sorry. Life throws us curves
sometimes."

He knew he had to leave, but he really
wanted to see the meteor shower. They stepped outside on her big,
dimly lit patio.

"Am I smelling honeysuckle?" Jim
asked.

"I got cuttings from your mom. Isn't
the fragrance delightful?"

"Yep. Sure is. Hey, there're your
meteors."

They watched the stunning meteors
disintegrate across the heavens and it seemed to her the night had
never held so much glory. The moon was waning.

"It's beautiful out tonight," she
said. "And that's a great meteor shower. I always say I'm going to
watch them, but I never do. It seems so lonely watching them
alone."

He didn't answer, and she knew his
face would have gone remote while he was lost in his thoughts. She
didn't intend to move closer to him, but she did and his arms went
around her. She thought he groaned a little as he pressed her body
against his, his big hands moving up and down her back. His hot
tongue flicked the corners of her yielding mouth that opened enough
for him to go inside the sweet hollows and linger for long
moments.

She felt his big erection and his
hard, muscular body dominate her soft curves. She thought she heard
him whisper her name, but she was too dizzy to be certain. She
began to give in and over to him, angry with herself for being so
easy.

She was deep in that kiss when he
stopped abruptly and held her by her shoulders, away from
him.

"We have to talk, Melodye.
Now!"

She felt so humiliated. She had
responded like a giddy teenager hungry for love. But reason told
her that grown-ups got hungry for love, too. "I'm sorry," she
whispered, acid tears of frustration in her eyes.

He shook her a bit "You have nothing
to be sorry about. It's a romantic night and we're two lonely
people. Let's talk. Sit in the glider?"

She passively let him lead her to the
glider where they sat down. She didn't want to be this close to
him, yet she knew she really wanted to be as close as she could
get.

And sitting there Jim thought she'd be
surprised if she knew how much he wanted her, but he knew the
score, knew this had to end with this fragment of a
kiss.

To her surprise he took her hand and
squeezed it and no fireworks. "Melodye, we have to work together on
this case so we have to be around each other. We've always liked
each other, been drawn. Now we're even more deeply drawn. We both
like all the same things, so it's natural."

He fell silent again, then went on.
"We haven't talked about it, but we've both been hurt You by
Rafael, me by Elyssa's and my unborn baby's death. I made her a bad
husband and probably would have made a bad father."

"No," she said quickly. "I don't think
so."

He went on. "My father and I never got
along. We clashed horns at every turn and I always sensed that I
disappointed him. I disappointed Elyssa. In due time, if she'd
lived, we probably would have been divorced. She deserved more than
I could give her and we both knew it."

Raw hurt permeated his voice, and
Melodye reached over and squeezed his shoulder, responding to the
hurt and the need to soothe him. She couldn't know that her touch
sent wildfire roaring along his sinews and muscles, touched his
heart and moved his soul.

"Thank you," he said softly. "You know
how much I like you, but I'm guilty of so much that I can't help. I
hurt people I love,

Melodye. Hurt them bad and I don't
intend to hurt anybody else—ever."

"Jim," she asked softly, "do you ever
pray?"

He blew a harsh breath. "I do, you
know, but sometimes I wonder if God hears me. I’m a cold man and I
don't seem to feel things the way other people do."

That wasn't the way she remembered
him. "I think you're afraid of your tender feelings, that's
all."

He laughed harshly. "Mom was always
tender with me. I was a sickly kid. She spoiled me and I think
that's why I grew up to be such a heller, to prove I had the manly
strength I didn't feel I had. That's why I raced. Why I became a
detective. I've always taken the toughest cases, the most dangerous
ones. Elyssa could never understand that."

She listened intently, but what she
was wrapped up in was the brief and special kiss they'd just
shared. Her soul sang and felt sad all at once. He was heading her
off at the pass, telling her they could never be and a part of her
was glad because he was right. He could hurt her, and she didn't
intend to ever be hurt again.

Her attention drifted and she came
back to him still talking. "You've been hurt badly and I will not
hurt you again. That's the least I can do. I'm damned attracted to
you as you are to me. Let's be smart and keep working together,
being together as long as it's necessary, then we'll part friends.
Do I make sense?"

Melodye nodded. "Perfect sense." She
felt relieved, as if she'd teetered on the edge of a precipice and
some wondrous force had pulled her back.

After Jim left, she sat on the patio,
still looking at the heavens. He had noticed and commented on the
perfume of the honeysuckle. He'd come home with them to finish
reading the twins a story, and he thought he'd make a poor father.
And husband. One day she hoped he'd find somebody because he was a
good man and he was lonely. And what about herself? She had the
twins and her boutique and designing. She felt her life was pretty
full. Papa France was a force in her life. The twins adored him, so
she wasn't doing too badly. Well, Jim had his work and he was
deeply involved.

She went inside reluctantly and worked
for a while on a cocktail-gown sketch. He had talked with her about
her work. She felt so good making a plus-size woman beautiful. It
sure didn't seem that Jim had been back only a few days. The shock
of the murder had worn off quickly and she felt little, other than
bitterness, but she wanted Rafael's killing avenged, and if anyone
could do it, Jim could.

In bed, she tossed. She had gone to
bed too early and he had not spoken of seeing her the coming day.
She thought that was a good thing. Talking with him had helped. He
didn't need to worry about leading her on because she didn't intend
to go down any man's primrose path.

Her phone rang and she jumped. Was it
Jim? It was Papa France with his deep voice.

"Hey, baby girl. Sorry to call so
late, but I wanted you to know I'm back. The fishing trip was a
huge success. We caught a passel of catfish and I'll be bringing
some over tomorrow. We got two wild rabbits. You get one and I get
some of the stew. What's going on?"

She found herself telling him that Jim
was back and about the murder.

He whistled and said nothing for a
moment, then, "I always liked Jim Ryman. His father and I were
close. Well, as close as you could get to Paul Ryman. The boy and I
talked a lot after Paul died. I always thought Jim would make you a
dandy husband."

"Papa France! Bettina would have
died."

He chuckled. "Your mama can't know
what's best for you. She liked Rafael well enough and look at the
life he gave you. I don't like speaking ill of the dead, but I
wanted to throttle him a lot of times."

"Everything ends sometime. I've got
the twins."

"Yes, ma'am, you've got a whole lot.
You've done well for yourself and your grandmother would be proud,
but a good man would round your life out. You say you've seen Jim a
couple of times already?"

"I have, but don't go making wedding
plans. He's, still grieving, and you know how I feel about
men."

"The right man could change your
mind."

"It won't be Jim Ryman."

Papa France said nothing else, but he
was thinking hard and plans had already begun to spin in his
brain.

 


* * *

 


Jim came awake around two o'clock. His
meeting had gone swimmingly and his chief was pleased, as was his
captain. He usually slept well. Had he heard groaning? Now he
listened intently for noises, but the house was quiet with only the
hum of electrical appliances. Then it hit him. He had groaned. His
big shaft was rock hard. "Down, boy!" he muttered to himself and
pressed it back. It sprang up again and he let it be. His heart was
pounding, too.

He expelled a harsh breath. Funny how
the body often just wouldn't go along with the mind. He had come to
know the body had a wisdom of its own. His friend, the famous
gospel singer, Whit Steele, had told him that. He wished there was
something he could do to make Melodye know what a beauty she was.
She often looked wistful and he felt she didn't begin to know what
she had.

Lying there, he thought about how much
he enjoyed her company. How would she feel about being friends? He
could build her ego; he was certain of that. They trusted each
other and each knew the score, Romance was lacking and often not
even wanted in a whole lot of lives. Yeah, he and Elyssa had had
romance with a capital R and where had it gotten them? Their sex
life had been great. His job had been the trouble spot.

"You're married to your job more than
to me," she'd often protested. "Jim, you’ve been shot once and
grazed twice. Other detectives die in bed after long lives on the
force. You always want to wrestle with the truly bad
guys...."

"That's because I want to take them
off the streets."

She'd shaken her head. "No, it's
because you've got to prove something. I don't know what, but
something. I think you volunteer for the worst ones, the most
dangerous ones. You can't straighten out the world all by
yourself."

No, he'd thought, but he could do his
part to take the worst ones off the streets. The day she'd drowned,
he'd pulled a raw one. A creep had shot three women in a beauty
shop and was running wild. They had a likely suspect. It was his
job. He and Elyssa had been going to a fancy estate party out on
Long Island and would swim in the ocean, as well as in the estate
pool. Elyssa had been furious when he'd said he had to work and
she'd raged, "Look at you. You're shining. Oh, you black knight,
you. When are you gonna hang it up?"

She hadn't tried to understand and it
infuriated him. He'd encouraged her in her work for the city as a
social worker with underprivileged kids. Why couldn't she encourage
him? "Never!" he'd grated. "And you'd damned well better get used
to it."

He'd regretted those words bitterly
when they'd called him and told him she was dead and he knew his
grief was as much guilt as anything. He was the one who hadn't
understood.

He'd come to feel that in her
pregnancy he should have coddled her, gone along with her program,
but he'd been macho, trying to save the world. Being a cop was all
he knew, all he wanted, but his triumphs were empty now and would
he ever stop missing her?

He switched on the bedside lamp and
picked up a copy of the big tome, Principles of Investigation, a
department bible. He read until his eyes got grainy and he put the
book aside. Only then did he realize that Melodye's face and body
were constantly in his vision. But this was one time his mind was
going to win, not his hag-ridden body.


Chapter 4

 


 


The Saturday morning Jim, Miss Belle
and Melodye were going to the Virginia countryside, Odessa came
early to pick up the twins. Dressed in a powder-blue lounging suit,
Odessa was all smiles as the twins swarmed her. "Hey, I like that
Jim. I'm getting a chance to be momma to my pets. "

Melodye grinned. "Welcome to the job."
It was Saturday and they would return late Sunday.

"Tell you what I'd really like,"
Odessa said. "Could I just bring them by quickly Monday
morning?"

Melodye thought a moment. "I don't see
why not. Odessa, I wish you were coming with us. The twins are
welcome."

Odessa shook her head vigorously. "No,
this is my time with the twins. One day some hunk is gonna tie me
down and I want to be experienced with handling his babies." She
was thirty-seven with one bad marriage behind her and her
attractive face was constantly aglow with dreams.

The door chimes sounded. It was Papa
France who had big hugs all around as the twins both yelled, "Papa
France!" and flew to him. He had M&M's for them. Melodye ate
sweets, but she limited theirs. They looked at her, their big,
bright eyes imploring.

"A few," she said, "but not too many,"
and they soon gobbled the candy Papa France measured out to
them.

She and Papa France had talked about
today's trip and he'd been happy for her. He and Odessa were still
there when Jim drove up. Melodye swallowed hard and smoothed her
hair, a gesture not lost on either Papa France or Odessa. She had
done eighteen stuffed eggs and a couple dozen of her superb
chocolate-chip lace cookies.

When Jim stood in the middle of the
living room, his wide shoulders and narrow hips dominating the
room, Melodye couldn't help salivating. Her libido and private
parts felt internally linked to him but, she thought airily, she
still controlled her heart and brain.

His police team had taken additional
photos of everything and had dusted for fingerprints. He'd been by
here and the boutique several times to talk more about the case.
And her body had thrummed itself into a frenzy every time they'd
been together. But they both congratulated themselves. He'd been in
town almost three weeks, and they'd kept it together like the
grown-ups they were.

Odessa looked from one to the other,
"You two go ahead. I'll lock up after I've chatted a while with
Papa France. Don't worry one nanosecond about the twins, and frolic
enough for me. My time is coming."

Melodye looked at her and raised her
eyebrows. What was there about people that they couldn't stand to
see an unmarried man and woman stay free? Well, Jim and she were
different. She could see them in the years ahead being staunch
friends, never taking it further, if he didn't succumb to some
filly's charms.

The ten-acre farm out from Alexandria,
Virginia, was a charming place with a large white farmhouse, a big
red barn and other outbuildings. Jim explained that a man and his
sons who lived on a neighboring form took care of the place; and
the man's wife saw after the house.

"They usually stock one fridge when
we're coming down. We have two. Today mom's bringing a lot of
food."

There was also a big freezer. She put
the stuffed eggs in the fridge, the cookies in a big china cookie
jar.

The furniture was solid, overstuffed
and tasteful. The bright and sunny rooms reflected Belle Ryman's
exquisite hand. He took her overnight case. "Make yourself at home.
See the lake?"

She looked out the window and there
was the big man-made lake shimmering in the June sunlight.
"Beautiful," she said. Swans floated gracefully—one black, one
white. Huge moss-draped oaks stood at the edge of the yard and in
the distance, a forest stretched out.

Amused, she noticed that they were
suddenly awkward with each other. When Belle came, it would be
better; the older woman was a barrel of fun. She thought wistfully
that the twins would have enjoyed this.

"Tell you what," he said, "I don't
want you to be bored until Mom gets here. Why don't you settle in
and I’ll take you out in the canoe?"

Nodding, she paid attention to the
spinet that sat in the corner, went over to it and ran a few
chords, saying "It has good tuning."

"Yeah." He came closer and she found
herself breathing shallowly. Did his body behave the way hers did
when they stood near each other? She doubted it. Men were used to
being turned on all the time; they accepted it as part of their
nature. Driving down hadn't been too bad. He came even closer and
she cringed a bit as she sat down at the spinet and began to play
"Chopsticks."

He knew she did it to get away from
him and he smiled. She was safe. He wasn't going to put any moves
on her. "Hey, you're tense," he said, "uptight. Mom's coming, but
we don't need a chaperone. Didn't the other night prove it? We're
in control, baby, all the way."

She looked up at him and played on.
"Thanks, Jim. Seems as if I can always depend on you. It's almost
as if you're from another time and place."

He thought about that. He felt very
much of this time and place, standing over her, inhaling her
vanilla-oriented bath oil. It felt good and it bothered him that
this place seemed to seal them in with each other. Like her, he'd
be grateful for Belle's presence. She played a Lionel Richie tune
then and he hummed it with her. She had a surprisingly good voice
when she sang.

He laughed. "A frog would envy my
croaking, so I won't join in," he told her.

After a while, she got up and wandered
about the house, thinking the plants and the house and grounds were
well tended.

He opened the windows and a sharp
breeze swept through. Then he showed her his bedroom, pointing out
me several pairs of binoculars on the dresser. "The ones on the
right are the most powerful," he said. "Feel free to use them.
There's a lot to see out there. And those are my best cameras in
those two cases."

She glanced around and held her
breath, suddenly imagining him and her on that indigo blue covered
bed for a few seconds before she cut it off. No, don't go there,
she scolded herself. But she went there again before she could stop
herself and he was inside her, deep and dangerous—and
thrilling.

He frowned. "What is it?"

She had shuddered hard. "Nothing. I
guess a goose was going over my grave."
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