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Chapter 1
Ava frowned as she looked at the tally of the total sales for the day from the register read she’d just performed. It had been a slow day at Beginnings, her bridal boutique, which was always a matter of concern, but then again most people had better things to do the week before Christmas than buy wedding gowns.
Following her daily routine, she removed all the bills and checks from the till, leaving only the change. Her shop was protected by an alarm system, but nevertheless she was determined that no burglar would make off with what belonged to her. She set aside fifty dollars in small bills to start with tomorrow and tucked it inside a special compartment of her wallet, then stuffed the rest into a small navy canvas bag and placed the rest in a zippered compartment in her purse, then squeezed the bag inside her shoulder bag. It was nearly six o’clock, and the holiday party at Catherine’s started at seven-thirty. Because time was short—she had to eat, shower, change, and walk Khufu, her Irish setter—she decided to just bring the money home with her and deposit it on her way in tomorrow.
Ever conscientious about her salon’s appearance, Ava inadvertently straightened a few displays on her way out. She set the alarm and turned out the lights, and her last precaution was to string her shoulder bag diagonally across her body.
She stepped out into the crisp North Florida evening air and pulled the door shut behind her well within the fifteen-second exit interval before the alarm would shrill, then pulled the metal security trellis into place and locked that as well. It wasn’t the most attractive covering, but because downtown Palmdale could be very unsafe after the stores closed and the streets became deserted, it was a necessity.
Her car was parked right in front of the store, and she was moving toward it when someone slammed into her. She was stunned by the sudden jolt, and although her body was shaken, she did not fall. Instead it was the offending person who went sprawling down on the sidewalk.
The first thing Ava noticed was that he was a child, maybe eight or nine years old. The second thing she noticed was that he had been carrying a purse. Now, that was certainly unusual. What was up with that?
“Stop him, he’s got my purse!”
Ava instantly understood what was happening. She quickly bent and picked up the purse, and at the same time she planted her foot firmly on the assailant’s back. “Move and I’ll break it,” she said menacingly. It was a line straight out of a Forties film noir. It wasn’t like her to make threatening statements, but she figured she had little to fear from a pint-sized purse snatcher.
The mugging victim quickly closed the few yards between them. “Oh, thank you. Thank you,” she said profusely, reaching for the stolen purse. “My goodness. And here I was thinking Palmdale was getting safer.”
“It is, ma’am, but we’ve still got some way to go,” Ava replied as she handed over the purse. “Are you all right?”
“I think so.” The woman, slightly stout and appearing to be in the upper end of her fifties, shook her index finger at the youngster who lay on the ground. “You’re going down the wrong path, young man. You’re lucky I don’t have you arrested.”
Ava suspected the reason the woman didn’t call the police was because she was afraid of repercussions, in spite of the not-taking-any-stuff attitude she projected. Well, she certainly wouldn’t hesitate to have the little punk brought in if it was her he’d mugged, but of course that was why she slung her purse across her body when it contained the contents of the till, to eliminate herself as an easy target. “Are you sure, ma’am?” she asked.
“Yes, dear. Thank you again. Oh, here’s my bus.”
She scurried off, and Ava looked down at the brooding figure on the ground, not sure what to do. She decided a stern approach would work best. “What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked, her foot still planted firmly on his back.
“I wish you hadn’t gotten in my way,” he replied defiantly.
Ava didn’t like that answer, and she showed it by pressing down with her foot.
“Ouch!”
“You had it coming,” she said, removing her foot. “Now, go home and…do something constructive, like your homework. Hmph. Bet you can’t even read.”
“Can too,” he replied sullenly as he got to his feet, brushing street dirt off the navy blue jacket that covered his hips, then reaching for the black and blue Orlando Magic baseball cap that had fallen off his head when he fell. “And I didn’t mean to hurt her. I just needed some money.”
“We all do, kid, but we need to earn our own, not help ourselves to somebody else’s. That lady just gave you a break. I hope you make the most of it.”
By the time she got to the driver’s door of her car he had disappeared around the corner.
********
Two hours later, when Ava stepped into Catherine Moore’s house, her first thought was, Dear Lord, please don’t let me break anything.
She knew Catherine was a meticulous woman—that was obvious from her regular weekly visits to the salon next door to Ava’s bridal shop for a wash-and-set—but this was unreal. Ava had never been to the house Catherine had purchased with the proceeds from her latest divorce. This, Ava thought, was the Nineties version of the dowager home. Not that Catherine was a dowager. She was in her early forties, only seven or eight years past Ava’s own thirty-five.
Instead of a series of dark rooms with scads of easily breakable knickknacks and plastic-encased furniture, there was space and an abundance of windows to provide brightness during daytime hours, but the overall effect was the same: Perfection, from the plush beige carpeting to the perfectly plumped pillows of the slip-covered sofa to the eight-foot-tall Christmas tree, of which just about every square inch was covered with decorations. The main color scheme was burgundy. Ava thought red would have worked better; it was a more cheerful color. In spite of the gay candy canes and shiny brass horns that dotted the tree, there was something a tad funereal about all those burgundy plaid ribbons, holly, and ornaments. But then again, it could be her own personal feelings, since this was far from her favorite time of year.
She was admiring the handsome pine entertainment wall unit in the equally well-coordinated family room when she felt someone’s presence beside her. “It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” she said to the large-framed man who stood to her right. As soon as she saw him she immediately noticed his dark, mustached good looks, impressive height and broad shoulders. She’d never seen him before and wondered who he was. Surely if a retired NFL player had come to the area she would have heard about it.
“Yeah, it’s good work. I believe she had it made.”
“By who, I wonder?”
“I overheard someone else asking. I think Catherine said something about Husband For Hire.”
Ava wrinkled her nose. “Husband For Hire? Sounds like an escort service.”
“Nothing nearly that exciting. I hear it’s some guy who makes a living doing things husbands don’t like to do—paint, wash windows, mow the lawn, fix the dishwasher, hang the drapes…and, of course, carpentry. Sort of a male version of Merry Maids…only with lots more talent.”
“I’ll say,” she said admiringly, fingering the smooth surface of the piece. “I’ll have to ask Catherine for his number.”
“Maybe he’s here tonight.”
“I doubt it.”
“Why?” The man seemed surprised at Ava’s skepticism.
“Because,” she said dryly, “I can’t imagine Catherine inviting someone she calls in to build her furniture to a party at her home. Even in the season of good will toward men.” She giggled. “I’m surprised she invited me. But perhaps she considers me an associate. I own the Beginnings Bridal Salon on Main Street, and Catherine has sold me her wedding gowns for my rental division.” Some people collected stamps, but Catherine Moore collected husbands, three of them to date, and each one had been more well-to-do than his predecessor. Catherine had mastered the art of marrying well.
“It sounds like you think Catherine’s a snob.”
Ava smiled. “Catherine is a snob; she’d be the first to tell you that. And I don’t think she would invite her carpenter to her Christmas party any more than she would invite her plumber. Her architect, yes. Her carpenter, no. I realize that carpentry is a skill, but for Catherine it’s on the wrong side of the line.”
Before the man could respond, a woman approached him. Her revealing gold lame dress seemed more appropriate for New Year’s Eve than for an informal Christmas get-together. Ava wore a loose-fitting red sweater dress that ended just above her knees and had a white appliquéd snowman on the front. Sheer red hose and high-heeled pumps the same hue completed her ensemble. The stranger she’d been speaking with was also casually dressed in dark trousers and a thick, expensive-looking woven sweater in soft earth hues.
“Hiltie!” the woman squealed. “It’s been ages. How are you, honey?” she asked cheerily. Ava noticed the glass of orange juice in her hand. She’d bet money that it was generously laced with rum or vodka, and that it was far from her first. This woman had passed tipsy and was fast becoming inebriated. ‘Hiltie,’ indeed.
Ava turned away, feeling she was intruding on a scene that was clearly none of her business.
“Oh,” the man said before she could move on, “here’s my card. I’m sorry to say I don’t know anyone who needs a wedding dress, but maybe you know someone who’s in the market for my services.” He handed her a white card, then allowed the woman in gold to lead him away.
Ava stared at the card. ‘Husband For Hire’ was printed in large block letters. In smaller print beneath that it said, ‘Hilton White, Owner/Operator.’ She bit her lip. Quickly she glanced over to where he stood talking with the golden lady, then looked at the card again. How embarrassing. But she’d walked right into it, like a half-open door in the dark.
“Are you all right, Ava?”
Even before Ava turned her head toward the speaker she recognized the voice of her hostess. Catherine was beautifully attired in wide-legged satin slacks and a matching long-sleeved button-down blouse in a muted print of orange, bronze, and gold.
Gold. Once more Ava stole a glance toward where Hilton still stood talking to his friend. “Oh, I’m fine,” she said to Catherine. “I just put my foot in my mouth, that’s all.”
“What?”
Ava explained her gaffe. “Since when do you invite hired help to your parties?”
Catherine lowered her voice. “Since he’s so fine.”
“Sounds like he’s gotten your full attention. Are you in the market for another husband?”
“You never know. I’ve only been married to professional types, but I always wanted to get close to somebody who works with his hands, if you know what I mean.”
“Well, he does look like he can work those big hands of his,” Ava replied with a smile. “And I’ll bet he can really fill out a pair of jeans, too.” He certainly didn’t do any disservice to the sweater and slacks he wore now, she thought with a touch of impishness. He filled out the seat nicely, and when he moved she could glimpse the strength of his thighs as they hugged the fabric of his slacks.
“I’m so glad you approve, dear. I just have to ask that you do it from afar. After all, I did see him first.”
Ava shrugged. She suspected Catherine was a few years older than Hilton, which in itself was no big deal. So much attention had been given to women dating younger men of late, including an unflattering name for the women. Ava’s mother said all the fuss was ridiculous, that there was nothing new about it. She cited some old-time comedienne named Moms something or other who used to include anecdotes about younger lovers in her comedy routine all the time. But as far as Catherine and Hilton, Catherine didn’t seem his type. Although not obese, she was undoubtedly plump, and Ava pictured the broadly built Hilton with someone tall and curvy…a taller, more sober version of the woman who’d just latched onto him.
Ava was helping herself to a glass of white wine at the generously stocked self-service bar Catherine had set up when Hilton suddenly appeared next to her, whistling “Silent Night” in an upbeat tempo. “Hi there,” he said, grinning broadly.
“Why do I get the feeling you’re here only to gloat? That wasn’t very nice, pretending you weren’t the one who designed that cabinet.”
“Yes, but it was irresistible, and you did walk right into it. It was done all in good fun. I didn’t mean to embarrass you, really.”
Ava studied his expression for a moment before deciding he was sincere. “So it looks like Catherine’s not as snobbish as I thought.”
“She probably just made an exception. She was pretty happy with the unit I made her.”
Ava thought of the long, narrow sun porch in her own house, which she had been meaning to turn into a work area. “I’ve been thinking about having some work done at my place,” she remarked. “Tell me, are you reasonable?”
“I’m fair.”
“I suppose that means you won’t rip me off.”
“No, but on the other hand I can’t be had, either. Give me a call; I’ll come out and give you an estimate. You do still have my card, don’t you?” The corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly.
She was tempted to say she’d thrown it in the trash, but she merely nodded. “Yeah, I’ve got your number, all right.” To her surprise, her words, meant to be a mild rebuke, came out instead as a seductive drawl of their own accord. And he was looking at her like she was nuttier than a Snickers bar.
Fortunately, Catherine chose that moment to approach them. “There you are, Hilton,” she said pleasantly. “A few of my guests were admiring my wall unit, and when I told them the designer and builder was here they insisted on meeting you. I think you’ll get at the very least some inquiries out of it, possibly some new orders.” She flashed Ava a sunny smile. “You’ll excuse us, won’t you, Ava?” she asked, then slipped a bracelet-encrusted wrist around his arm and led him away without waiting for a reply.
Ava smiled. Catherine was definitely anxious to get close to Hilton, but of course she already knew that and so did Hilton, unless he was dense. That was another reason she’d been so shocked at her behavior. It was out of character for her to flirt with anyone a friend had expressed an interest in, and Catherine had certainly left no room for uncertainty when she talked about her intentions regarding Hilton White. If she had her way, the man who operated Husband for Hire would become Husband Number Four.
She simply moved on to another group. Ava knew many of the guests present—Palmdale was essentially a small city, with less than twenty thousand residents. Catherine was on the city council, and many of the leading citizens were present—the mayor, several judges, the district attorney, and the chief of police, as well as less prominent members of local government, business owners, and plain old friends and neighbors.
Vanessa Brown, who owned the hair salon next to Ava’s shop, was there with her husband, Brian. Although the women had just seen each other that afternoon, they exchanged greetings by air-kissing both sides of their cheeks, so as not to muss their makeup.
“Is this something?” Vanessa squealed. “I’m waiting for the photographer from House Beautiful to show up any minute with his camera.”
“It’s lovely, but truthfully, I’m afraid to sit down. My butt might leave an indentation in the sofa.”
They giggled like schoolchildren, then Vanessa caught her breath. “Hey I heard you caught a mugger this afternoon, a little kid, of all things. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. It wasn’t my purse he grabbed; it was some older woman who hightailed it out of there the minute she got her bag back, leaving me stuck with Billy the Kid. Ness, I couldn’t believe it. He was all of nine years old at the most.”
“What’d you do?”
“I let him go. It wasn’t like I could press any charges or anything, since it wasn’t my purse he grabbed.”
Vanessa shook her head. “Damn punks are ruining the neighborhood. You know, my shop could do just as well as the ones by the mall or in Nile Beach if the police would be a more visible presence on Main Street.” Nile Beach, Palmdale’s much smaller neighbor to the east where Ava had grown up, was a historically African-American town that served as a popular vacation site, hosting numerous large reunions and other events each year and serving as the center for spring break gatherings of black students along the East Coast.
“There are cops all over Main Street, Ness.”
“Yeah, just passing through in their patrol cars or speeding with their sirens on if they’re in a hurry to go get lunch. Big deal. What we need is good, old-fashioned foot patrol. Bring back the beat cop. A few whacks with a nightstick might make these punks think twice before they try to rip someone off.”
Ava squeezed her friend’s arm. “I hope so, Ness. I’ve got just as much as stake in it as you do.” It was true that downtown Palmdale, a historic neighborhood in the midst of a restoration, still had its problems with crime, but at least it had given Ava, Vanessa, and other entrepreneurs opportunities to open for business with loans from lenders eager to invest in the area. Ava knew she didn’t stand a chance of securing funds to open a shop in the mall, which was located in the newer side of town, not far from Catherine’s home, and where the relative security of an upper middle-class area was reflected in the store rents. “But you’ve already got a reputation as the best hairstylist in town, Ness. I wouldn’t worry too much.”
Vanessa shrugged wordlessly. Both women’s heads turned at the sound of approaching voices. Catherine appeared from the side hall with a group of five or six, whom she had apparently just given a tour. One of them was Hilton.
“Lord have mercy, who is that?” Vanessa hissed.
“A friend of Catherine’s.”
“Wow, is he ever good-looking. If I wasn’t married…”
Ava’s eyes twinkled. “I understand he’s available for a price.”
“He’s…say what?”
She chuckled at her friend’s obvious confusion. “He apparently rents himself out to do heavy work and other things couch potato husbands don’t like to do. He also builds furniture.”
“Is he here alone?”
“Looks like it.”
Vanessa nudged Ava’s ribs, the force of the jab making the gesture as subtle as an unmarked police car. “Well, you ought to get him to build you something, honey!”
Ava winced from the sharp pain, which fortunately was only fleeting. Vanessa was actually a little on the plump side, but her elbows were all bone. “Actually, I already talked to him about it,” she said when the moment passed. “But it’ll be strictly business. Catherine has already told me in rather frank terms that it’s hands off.”
Vanessa pressed her chin to her chest and flashed Ava a dubious look. “Catherine! Well, that’s surprising. He doesn’t look like her type. No,” she added, “let me amend that. With that face and build he’s anybody’s type. But he’s a blue-collar man. Since when does Catherine go for that?”
Ava shrugged. “Maybe she’s realized that all the deep-pocketed executive types are taken.”
********
Ava didn’t stay much longer after that. She had to work the next day, and slow days at the salon were more tiresome than busy ones; probably because they seemed to drag out forever.
As she drove she noticed that her car, a sporty royal blue Hyundai Genesis she’d bought four years ago, seemed sluggish. She instantly knew she would have to put it in the shop; something was clearly wrong. She’d do it in the morning. Her mechanic would probably be glad to get the business during what was undoubtedly a slow time of year for them as well.
As she approached downtown, the car had slowed down to a crawl. Still, she was sure she’d be able to get home. It wasn’t like she had to drive ten miles.
Then she saw the smoke rising from under the hood.
Chapter 2
She hastily pulled over, uttering a curse in the dark silence of the car. She automatically reached for her purse, and from the moment her fingers closed around the small clutch she’d switched to, a recall of an earlier, unfortunate action set in. The purse was only large enough for her wallet, keys, and a lipstick. Normally she removed some cash, a credit card, and her license and zipped them inside a side pocket to make room for her cell phone, but she’d been in a hurry. She’d meant to bring her cell and leave it in the car so she’d at least have it with her, and she now remembered she’d forgotten to do that.
Great. Here it was, after ten o’clock on a Friday night, and she’d broken down on a dark residential street.
She put on her blinkers, hoping to catch a police cruiser. Even if a taxi went by, she’d hail it and just go home. But after ten minutes with only a few stray private vehicles going by, she knew her only choice would be to get out and walk. Main Street wasn’t far. Her friend Kendall Lucas and Kendall’s husband, Spencer Barnes, had both been restaurateurs before they met. They had combined their professional interests with their personal relationship and now owned Robinson’s, a neighborhood bar and grill at Main and Georgia Streets. Although Kendall and Spencer would probably be at their other establishment, a supper club in Nile Beach, the site of many a holiday celebration for various groups, she was bound to see enough familiar faces at the bar to feel safe. Once she got there she could easily get someone to drop her off at home.
The problem was getting there. It was awfully dark outside. Maybe she should wait a little longer for a police car or a cab to go past…
This is silly, she thought after another fifteen minutes. The only thing happening was that it was getting later and later. She’d simply have to make a run for it. It was only…she calculated on her fingers…two blocks over and then two blocks up. Four blocks was a long way, especially in heels. Hell, if she was going to do all that, she might as well try to run all the way home; it wasn’t much further.
“Damn it!” she muttered, as she reluctantly got out of the car. Inadvertently she shivered—it was dark, foreboding, and downright spooky. The street lights gave off little illumination, probably because they were covered with the accumulation of years of street dust. Ava made a mental note to speak to Catherine about getting the council to arrange to have the street lamp surfaces cleaned—a lone match would give off more light than these dim bulbs.
She tensed when she noticed that a truck that had just driven by was now backing up. She reached for her keys to unlock the door to return to the relative safety of the car, but in her nervousness she fumbled and dropped them. For heaven’s sake, this was just like all those scenes in the movies she always scoffed at where women being pursued always did something silly, like slipping and twisting an ankle; and here she was doing the same dumb thing. Because of her clumsiness, if someone in the truck—it was actually an SUV rather than a pickup—wanted to do her harm, she didn’t have a prayer of getting away.
She used precious seconds trying to locate her keys, which had fallen on the street alongside the curb. After bending to pick them up, she raised her face defiantly to look at the driver of the vehicle, which was now parallel to hers.
Hilton White sat behind the wheel. “Hi there. You having car trouble?”
Ava sighed with relief. “Oh, am I glad to see you.”
He grinned at her as he got out of the car, and once more she was struck by how exceedingly good-looking he was. Her hand automatically went to smooth her hair. Vanessa had recently cut her previously shoulder-grazing naturally auburn tresses, which had gotten too thin and limp to be able to work with anymore, giving her a stylish pixie look. She hoped it had held up.
“I saw your flashers. What happened?” he asked.
“It kind of lost its juice, and then there was smoke all over the place. The smoke cleared up, but it still smells kind of funny. I was just about to make a run for it.”
Hilton frowned. He walked to the front of the car and knelt to the ground. “It’s hard to see, but there don’t seem to be any oil puddles, so at least it doesn’t look like you blew your engine,” he said as he rose to his feet. “Maybe it’s the transmission. But they generally don’t go out just like that without some kind of warning.”
“Well, it has been a little sluggish lately. I put some of that STP stuff in it, but it really didn’t do anything.” Ava suddenly felt embarrassed. “I guess I should have brought it to the shop before it got to this point.”
“If it’s the transmission, it probably won’t make a difference in terms of further damage,” he said. “It’s either pay now or pay later.”
“I suppose. Listen, can you give me a lift home? I don’t live far from here. The car will be all right until morning.”
“Sure; come on.”
The truck sat considerably higher off the ground than her low-slung sports car, and her heels didn’t make getting in any easier. Hilton stood behind her and lifted her so her feet rested on the running board, keeping firm hands around her waist as she awkwardly climbed in. His hands felt large and unwavering as they supported her weight, and Ava sensed their massive strength through the thin knit shawl she wore. It took her breath away, and when he released her the heady feeling remained.
As she settled into the passenger seat, Ava wondered what it was about these SUVs that so many men were crazy about. They were a pain to get in and out of. But then again, she reasoned, men didn’t wear high heels.
As Hilton walked around to the driver’s side she realized he didn’t even know her name. He climbed in, and she opened her mouth to introduce herself when he asked, “You really didn’t think I was going to leave you stranded, did you, Ava?”
“Not really, but I don’t like to take people’s good nature for gran—hey, how’d you know my name?”
He laughed, a vibrant sound that filled the truck. “Catherine called you by your name when she took me to meet her guests. I remember thinking it was a pretty name for a pretty woman.”
“Oh...thank you.” He’s flirting with me. She liked it. It was always nice to know men thought she was attractive. And it was harmless. Nothing would come of it...nothing.
Ava directed him to her home, a refurbished Queen Anne built in Nineteen Fourteen, freshly painted a cheery yellow with blue trim. The sight of her house continued to give her a warm, tingly feeling, even a year after she’d moved in. It would always be special to her, and who knew? She might just live in it for the rest of her life.
“Nice place. I’ve got one over on Davis Street myself. Tan with red accents.”
“That’s only a few blocks from here. We’re practically neighbors.”
“This might be a good time for you to show me what work you’d like to have done,” he suggested.
Ava hedged. Perhaps he should come back in the daytime. After all, the only thing she knew about Hilton White was that he was a self-employed handyman who had done some work for Catherine.
She immediately felt ashamed of her thought. Would she be so reluctant if he were a corporate executive? She had always felt that people tended to put too much stock in people’s professions, and she was dismayed to find herself doing the same thing. Good heavens, could it be she was starting to think like her mother? What Hilton did for a living should not influence her reluctance. The big concern here was his being a virtual stranger to her.
She decided it would be all right. Catherine never allowed anyone in her home without checking them out thoroughly. Besides, Khufu was inside the house, and she would stay near the alarm control panel in case she had to turn it on. Hilton wouldn’t have to venture past the sun porch just right inside the front door. “There’s no time like the present,” she said in agreement.
“Nice-looking house,” Hilton commented as she unlocked the door. “These old places are a hundred times more solid than the newer ones they’re putting up over on the west side.”
Palmdale was promoting itself as a friendly community where people knew their neighbors, and builders—at least before the market collapsed—had been putting up homes that were both relatively close together and with old-fashioned gingerbread facades rather than the sleeker ranch homes on generous lots that dominated much of the surrounding area.
“They just don’t build ‘em like this anymore.” Ava opened the door and quickly disarmed the alarm. Khufu came running to greet her and sniff at Hilton suspiciously. “Come in, Hilton. What I want to show you is right here in the sun porch.”
“Hi there, fella,” he said to the dog, rubbing his back and making an instant friend.
Hilton surveyed the room, which was lined with windows along the front and side and was barely six feet deep. “This doesn’t really seem like a room for working,” he remarked.
“I like to relax while I work. I’m visualizing a television on the shelf by the door, and I want a nice, comfy chair on wheels with a high back and arms to sit in. I’d like to sit in the corner, so it won’t interfere with the chairs already here.” She nodded toward the two cushioned wicker chairs with heart-shaped backs that flanked a glass-topped wicker table, the only furnishings on the porch. “And I want shelf space for my printer and all my bridal magazines. I plan weddings as well as outfit the brides and attendants, and I do most of that part of my work from home.”
“I guess it can work, but won’t it be a bit cramped?”
Ava shrugged. “I would call it ‘cozy’ rather than cramped.” His dubious expression was not lost on her. “I was thinking about the built-in shelves this wall,” she said, indicating the window-lined window facing the front yard, “including a nice wide pull-out keyboard shelf, since I use a laptop. There’s room for a chair, and I should be fine, provided I don’t put on fifty pounds.”
She waited for his response, but instead of answering he swept a glance over her figure, most of which was concealed by the loose-fitting sweater dress. It only took a matter of seconds, but the sudden narrowing of his gaze and the slight smile on his lips made Ava regret her last comment. It also made her breath catch in the middle of her throat…and made the room suddenly feel even smaller.
“You’ve got a point there,” Hilton replied, moving back to business so smoothly that she wondered if she’d only imagined his eyes on her body. “Why don’t I come back next week and get some measurements so I can give you a price?”
“That’s fine. I’m usually home by six.”
“Is seven all right?”
They agreed on Monday. “It’ll only take five minutes, if that long,” Hilton said.
“That’s fine. Hilton, I can’t thank you enough for bringing me home.”
“I’m just glad I came along when I did. It’s not safe for a woman to walk alone at night, especially in this area. That reminds me, will you be all right with the car?”
Ava nodded. “I’ll call my mechanic in the morning and have him pick it up. I can easily walk to work from here.”
Hilton smiled at her, a question burning in his brain. She was an attractive woman, with her reddish-brown complexion and hair a darker shade of the same color. She had great legs, too, and the rest of her was probably just as appealing, but it was lost in the loose-fitting dress she wore. She hadn’t mentioned a husband, and of course she’d been alone at the party tonight. It was hard to imagine someone as pretty as she not being involved with someone. But there was simply no tactful way to ask, so his curiosity would simply have to wait.
But not for long, he thought as he turned to leave. He planned on making it a point to find out.
Ava closed the door behind him after they said their goodnights. Standing in the shadows, she watched as he effortlessly climbed into the truck. She stood unmoving until the truck parked in front of her house was just a memory, and with a smile she turned out the lights and went upstairs to bed.
Chapter 3
Ava rose early Saturday morning. Armed with a pooper scooper, she leashed Khufu and took him for a brisk walk around the block. When she returned home she contacted the garage and made arrangements for her car to be picked up. They promised to send someone by the salon to pick up the keys before noon.
After a light breakfast of a toasted bagel and orange juice, eaten while she got the latest news from CNN, she dressed and prepared to walk the seven blocks to work.
There was a definite chill in the air—the local weather segment on the Weather Channel gave the temperature as forty-five degrees. Ava dressed in layers of a tiny checkered blazer over a mock turtleneck, navy slacks and comfortable moccasins, knowing that walking always made her body temperature rise and also that by lunchtime it would be in the sixties.
She unlocked the security trellis in front of her shop and pushed it to the side. Beginnings had quite a selection of wedding gowns and dresses for bridal attendants and flower girls as well. She also carried shoes, hose, garters, headpieces, faux pearls and other accessories, and prom dresses too. Hers was the most complete bridal salon in the county, and that was how far future brides came in search of the perfect gown.
She put the coffee on and filled a plate with a variety of the thin tea cookies she kept on hand for her customers. It was going to be another slow day. To help kill the time, she ran the vacuum cleaner over the deep blue carpet and did some general straightening up.
Her assistant, Winifred Woods, showed up promptly at eleven. Woody was in her mid-fifties with three grown sons. Theirs was an alliance that worked well. Woody only wanted to work part time, where she could do her housework in the mornings and be able to get home and prepare dinner for her husband and the one son who still lived at home; while Ava needed someone who was capable of running the show if she needed to go out in the middle of the day, as well as allow her to keep the salon open on Saturdays, when she sometimes coordinated weddings. Woody was the type of person who always knew the proper etiquette for any situation, and she loved weddings. “But with three boys, this is about as close to wedding planning as I’ll be able to get,” she had explained when Ava interviewed her. She was also an accomplished seamstress and did all the alterations. Her impeccable taste was quite handy when it was time to get a wedding organized, as well.
“Any fish bite yet?” Woody asked now.
“Not yet. I’m glad you’re here. I was fighting the urge to go next door and indulge in some gossip, just to have someone to talk to.” The holiday party season in full swing, and Vanessa’s beauty salon was already busy when Ava arrived at work.
“Don’t you worry; it’ll pick up,” Woody said confidently. “I’m going to make myself a cup of coffee. Then you can tell me all about Catherine’s party.”
Catherine’s party. Immediately Ava had a mental picture of the handsome Hilton White, which brought a smile to her lips.
Just as Woody had predicted, Ava had a customer just moments later. A beaming young woman in her early twenties, accompanied by a female friend, came through the doors and greeted her.
“Hello. How can I help you ladies this morning?” Ava offered.
“Well...” The first girl giggled...“I’m getting my ring Christmas Day, and I just thought I’d come in and see what kind of gowns you have.” Her eyes quickly scanned the walls of the shop, which were lined with built-in air-conditioned closets with glass doors, the inside of which held gowns, gowns and more gowns.
“Just about every kind,” Ava replied warmly. “What type of gown were you interested in?”
“Oh, something with a fitted top and a real full skirt.”
“Like a fairy princess.”
“Yes, that’s it!”
“Why don’t you have a seat in here?” Ava suggested. She led the pair to the closest salon. “Pour yourselves some coffee. I’ll pick out a few gowns you might like.” Her seasoned eye did a quick appraisal of the slim young woman. “Let’s see...you’re a size eight?”
The prospective bride confirmed this, again flashing the smile that was almost foolish-looking. Ava grinned back; the young woman’s happiness was infectious. Seeing all these happy brides-to-be was the nicest part of her work. Although her own marriage didn’t live up to the fairy tale, she would never regret having taken the step. Planning her wedding had been one of the happiest times of her life, when her whole life was in front of her and anything was possible...or so she had thought at the time.
Both young women thanked her and took seats. Woody, coffee in hand, came to the front of the salon and offered help.
“Ball gown, size eight,” Ava said.
“I’m on it,” Woody replied, and Ava knew she would be. That particular style of gown was in the higher-priced echelon, and they loved selling them.
It took the two of them less than two minutes to pick out four selections, including one with a tight-fitting bodice with V’d front and back and plenty of sparkles sewn into both the bodice and skirt, giving it a fairy princess look. “Let’s save that one for last,” Ava suggested as they went to present them to the customer.
Ava let Woody handle the prospective buyers. In addition to a salary, she paid Woody a commission on each gown she sold based on its retail cost. Woody was a wonderful salesperson. She had a way about her of making people feel immediately at ease. Ava supposed she would have that same flair in another fifteen years or so, when she would be old enough to project that motherly image…not that she was particularly eager for that to happen. Sometimes she could hardly believe she was thirty-five. Where had the years gone?
She looked up expectantly when the door chimes rang. It wasn’t a customer, but her friend Kendall Lucas. “Hi there. I know you’re not in the market for a wedding dress,” Ava said. Kendall was a newlywed herself, having exchanged vows with the love of her life just a few months before.
“Afraid not,” Kendall said. “As the saying goes, I was just in the neighborhood.”
“Kind of early to be checking up on lunch, isn’t it?” Kendall owned Soul Food to Go, a drive-through restaurant just two blocks down Main Street.
“No, I’m not here for that. We’re so busy with the Sundowner and Robinson’s, I’ve hardly had time to look at the books lately. I hope David’s not skimming.” Kendall laughed. Her younger brother was running both of her restaurants, the original one on Main Street and the larger one in Nile Beach. Kendall and her husband, Spencer Barnes, operated Nile Beach’s leading night spot and were the new owners of Robinson’s Bar, which had been a fixture in downtown Palmdale for nearly a half century, having purchased it from original proprietor Harry Robinson after he retired.
“How was the party?” Ava asked.
“Oh, it was fun. We had a full house. Tonight we’re having Prime Cut perform. More than half the tables have already been reserved.” Prime Cut was a popular local band who performed classic R&B material. They usually filled the house wherever they appeared. “You should come by for a while.”
“I might do that. So what brings you downtown?”
“I need to go by the art store. You know how we decorated the walls of the Sundowner reception area with pictures of well-known black folks?”
“Yeah. I thought that was a nice touch.”
I thought so too, but so many people were grumbling about Clarence Thomas’s picture being up, Spencer got annoyed and took it down. I have to get a replacement to fill in that space.”
“You mean you couldn’t come up with a picture of somebody else besides ‘Uncle’ Clarence?” Ava asked, laughing. “My father used to say he was the darkest white man he’s ever seen in his life.” It had been three years since her father had passed away, and it felt good to remember the many humorous things he used to say and laugh about it.
“All right, so maybe he was a controversial choice. So was Louis Farrakhan, but nobody complained about him. It’s just that I didn’t want to go too heavy on the sports and entertainment figures. We have all the people we used to learn about in school every Black History Month, plus more recent people, and of course Barack Obama. Those pictures are small, Ava, only five by seven, which is why we need so many to display. It’s hard coming up with politicians and historical figures that people recognize without having to read the fine print.”
Ava’s thoughts went to Hilton White. With the prominent cheekbones that gave him an almost sculpted look, he’d look great on anyone’s wall.
She chided herself for thinking about Hilton again, for the second time in a very short period. She’d better get hold of herself.
Then she remembered something. “Oh, Kendall, my car’s in the shop. Do you think you could give me a ride home tonight? I walked in this morning, but it’ll be dark when I leave at six, and I need to stop at the bank to make a drop.”
“Sure. I’ll be back at six. Maybe we can grab some dinner and chat for a while before we get tied up with Christmas and Vicky’s wedding.”
“Sounds good.”
********
Although the young bride-to-be was fascinated with how she looked in the fairy princess gown, she said it was still a little early in the game to actually purchase a dress. She did verify with Woody that the dress would still be available in the spring.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if she comes back for it,” Woody said. “She looked absolutely gorgeous in it. Even her friend said so. But I suppose she does need to make sure she gets her ring first. No sense in putting the cart before the horse.”
A number of prospective brides came in to browse. This was certainly a good season for jewelers, Ava thought as she noticed all the sparkling solitaires. But she wasn’t envious, for she knew business would pick up after New Year’s, when the spring brides traditionally came out in full force.
She did sell one gown, an off-white tea-length lacy creation, to a woman who planned to be married for the second time on New Year’s Day. “I was going to do the beige suit thing,” she confided to Ava, “but everyone talked me into getting a pretty dress instead.”
“You won’t regret it, I’m sure. Especially when you see the look in your intended’s eyes,” Ava assured.
“It’s lovely, isn’t it? And entirely appropriate for a small ceremony at my parents’ home. I’m just glad I was able to find something on such short notice. I can hardly believe how excited I am. You know, when I was divorced I swore I would never do this again.”
“I guess time really does heal all wounds,” Ava remarked. She wished the woman well, and after she left wandered to the window and looked out at Main Street. She felt a little hypocritical making that statement. It was true she no longer loved her former husband, but walking away from him had been the hardest thing she’d ever done. Still, she was convinced she had done the right thing, especially now that she’d seen what he had accomplished with her out of the picture.
It had been nearly ten years since her marriage fell apart, and although she dated occasionally, in all that time she had never once considered remarrying. She was firm in her belief that marriage was not for her. Her wounds may have healed, but the pain still lingered...and the memory was so strong she knew she would not risk a recurrence...at least not until it was safe to do so.
Downtown Palmdale was really shaping up to be a nice area, she thought as she noticed someone in the jewelry shop across the street cleaning their windows. It had been a full decade since it was deemed a historic district, but only a few brave souls had dared to invest in the stately but decayed Queen Anne and Victorian-style homes that lined the streets, and in those early days they spent a good deal of time dodging bullets. But now houses were being snapped up, refurbished and sold at a steady pace, and the area had been cleaned up considerably. Ava was confident that her modest two-bedroom home would one day be worth considerably more than what she’d paid for it once the real estate market rebounded.
She was still looking out at the street scene when she saw the child mugger from the previous night. He was walking down the street, eyeing everyone he passed. Ava knew right away he was up to no good.
She watched as he spoke briefly to an unsavory-looking bearded man wearing dark glasses and with massively thick hair worn in long dreadlocks, then continued on his way. There seemed to be a desperation about him now as he studied the passers-by. That was one emotion no child should ever experience, Ava thought.
She ran to the back room for her purse. When she returned he was almost in front of her store. “Woody, keep an eye on things for me, will you?” she called. “I’m going to get some lunch.”
The boy saw her approach. He slowed down and looked dead at her.
“Looking for more trouble?” she asked.
“Hey, I didn’t do nothin’ to you. Why you givin’ me a hard way to go?”
In spite of his street manner he really was a cute kid, she thought, taking in his chocolate brown complexion and expressive eyes. There was even something cute about the crooked incisors on the right side of his mouth. “Okay, let’s call a truce. Actually, I was going to get lunch. Want to come?”
His eyes brightened visibly at the prospect, so much that Ava wondered when he had his last meal. He glanced up the street in the direction he had come from, as if checking something out. “You buyin’?” he finally asked.
“Yes,” Ava said with a chuckle. She gestured with her head, and he fell into step beside her.
“Where’re we going?” he asked.
“I told you, to get something to eat. What’s your name, anyway?”
“Marcus. What’s yours?”
“Ava.”
“That’s pretty.”
“Thanks. So do you live in Palmdale, Marcus?”
He shrugged. “Nearby.”
Ava decided not to press it. “Do you like ribs?”
“Oh, yeah! I looooove ribs. I can eat a lot of them, too,” he said.
“Good, because that’s where we’re going.” Ava pointed toward Wilson’s Rib Shack, which had been in the same location as long as she could remember. Palmdale had as many fast food chains as any other small city, but it also had plenty of family-owned restaurants that had been around for years.
“All riiiight!”
But Marcus hedged when he saw the police car in the parking lot. “Cops are in there!” he exclaimed, pulling back.
Ava looked at him sharply. “Are they looking for you?”
“Well...no, not really.” Marcus reached up and removed his hat, tucking it under his arm. His hair was neatly trimmed close to his head.
Ava was curious, but she let the matter drop. They went in, took a table and looked at the laminated single-sheet menu. “Can I get the platter?” Marcus asked.
“If you think you can finish it, sure.”
“Are you kidding? I can eat two.”
“When was the last time you ate, Marcus?”
“Grandma fixed breakfast for me this morning.”
“You live with your grandmother?”
He scowled. “Why you as’ so many questions?”
They talked about general topics as they ate. True to his word, Marcus demonstrated a healthy appetite, cleaning the bones of the ribs until they gleamed, unlike most children his age who tended to trash bones that still contained plenty of meat. He ate all his onion rings and the small container of cole slaw, but when Ava offered to get him more ribs he grinned and said he’d rather have dessert.
Ava, full from her riblet sandwich and corn on the cob, merely watched him eat his chocolate cake. “How old are you, Marcus?” she asked, hoping he wouldn’t consider that too personal a query.
“Nine. Well, almost.”
Ava frowned. Judging from his love of food, here was a typical eight-year-old boy, but instead of indulging in things like skateboarding and bike riding, he was busy stealing women’s purses. Why, she wondered.
Her thoughts went to the bearded man who Marcus had spoken to on the street. She remembered the glimpse of panic she had caught in Marcus’s eyes after their brief exchange; and somehow she knew this man had a lot to do with making Marcus into a prime candidate to be a future resident of the city jail.
She had never been much for community matters, but now she found herself pledging to do what she could to save this child’s future.
********
“So how old are you?” he asked as they walked back to the shop.
Ava hedged. “Why do you want to know that?”
“Hey, you asked me and I told you. It’s only fair you tell me how old you are.”
“I’m thirty-five.”
Marcus scrutinized her for a few moments. “You look pretty good. I wouldn’t have guessed you were that old.”
“Thanks...I think,” Ava replied with a chuckle.
“Do you dye your hair to cover up gray?”
“What makes you think I dye my hair?”
“It’s almost the same color as your skin. I never seen anybody like that, all reddish.”
“My brother and sister both happen to have this same complexion. It’s a family trait from our father. She didn’t add that she was the only one who had also inherited their father’s cinnamon-like hair color, or that she had hated it when she was growing up because it made her different from everyone else whose hair was either black or sandy brown. Too bad she couldn’t have known that years later the color would be duplicated by colorists and become a popular choice for those who sought to change their look or soften it as they grew older. She chuckled every time she saw boxes of hair dye graced by models whose hair matched her natural shade. “I do not dye my hair, and I certainly don’t have any gray!”
“Sorry,” he said with a shrug.
“Don’t worry about it,” she replied, suddenly ashamed of having spoken so harshly. She supposed the issue of gray hair was a touchy one for all women.
Ava thought carefully before asking him another question; she didn’t want to antagonize him by getting too personal. “So what are you doing the rest of the afternoon?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Just hang out, I guess.”
“There’s trouble on the streets, you know.”
He shrugged. “Nothing I can’t handle. What about you?”
Ava hid her amusement. She recognized the pattern and knew she could expect to be asked the same every time she had a question for him. “I’m going back to my shop.”
“That wedding gown place. You own it?”
“No. I pay rent each month.”
He turned to her impishly. “You make lots of money?”
“I do all right. You certainly seem preoccupied with money to be so young.”
“I’m not so young. I told you, I’m almost nine.”
“That old,” Ava replied solemnly.
They stopped in front of the building. “Are you going to stay out of trouble?” she asked.
“Yep. Thanks for lunch, Ava. It was fun.” Marcus broke off into a run. “‘Bye!” he called over his shoulder.
An amused Ava went inside.
She found herself thinking about Marcus as the afternoon progressed. He was such a charming little boy in spite of his obviously being a street kid. From the little he told her it sounded like he lived with his grandmother. Maybe he was too much for the woman to handle, especially if she was elderly. But then again, it seemed like grandmothers were getting younger and younger these days; two consecutive generations of teenage pregnancy would make for grandmothers under forty. Still, any child was the main responsibility of his parents. Where were they, she wondered. Did they know what their son was doing? Marcus didn’t look like the rebellious type, and even she had been able to control him last night.
“Ava.”
She looked up. Woody was waving her hands frantically in an exaggerated effort to get her attention, although she stood only about three feet away.
“I’ve been talking to you for five minutes,” Woody said. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, of course. I was just....” Her voice trailed off as she was unable to come up with an explanation for being distracted. “What is it?”
“I was asking you about Catherine’s party.”
“Oh. It was nice. You wouldn’t believe her house.” Ava launched into a description of it, glad to have something else to think about than the troubling situation with Marcus and her own unexplained concern about his welfare.
********
Woody left promptly at three, and Ava spent the rest of the day confirming arrangements she had made for her friend Vicky Sanders’ wedding, to be held the following weekend. Vicky was marrying Danny Graves, who had been her first love back in high school. College had taken them down separate paths, and eventually they’d each married other people; but Fate brought them back together when Danny’s grandfather died shortly after Vicky and her daughter had returned to live with her parents in Nile Beach. They rekindled their romance, and Vicky relocated to North Carolina to be with him. The wedding was going to be held the following Friday at a private club owned by Kendall’s husband. Ava and Kendall were both attendants, as they had been on Vicky’s first trip down the aisle, and Ava had coordinated the entire affair as a gift to her lifelong friend.
Ava looked up expectantly when the bell jingled at ten minutes to six, indicating someone had entered the salon. She’d gladly close up a few minutes early if Kendall was ready to go; she’d only had a few browsers all afternoon.
But it was not Kendall who stood looking at the shop’s decor; it was Hilton White. Surely he’d come to see her, why else would he come to a bridal shop? The thought made her feel warm all over.
After her surprise subsided she decided to have a little fun with him. “Good afternoon, sir. How can I help you?” she asked, as if she’d never seen him before in her life. But she was unable to keep the broad smile off her face, though, and when she finished speaking she burst out laughing.
He joined in, the sound rich and deep. “I thought you might need a ride home, since your car’s not working.”
“Oh...that was thoughtful. I really could use a ride, too.”
“What did you find out about your car?”
“I won’t have any news ‘til Monday. They picked it up for me as a courtesy, but they won’t be working Saturdays until after New Year’s. Everybody’s slow right now, except the retailers. Well, most retailers.”
“How’s the bridal business?”
She shrugged. “Slow, but my time is coming. It always does. Just give me a minute to close up.”
“Sure, take your time.”
It only took a moment to empty out the cash register; she’d bring the money back with her Tuesday morning. As she closed the drawer, the bell jingled again and Kendall walked in. Of course, Ava remembered; she’d asked Kendall to give her a ride home. Good heavens, she’d forgotten all about her friend the moment Hilton walked in.
“Hi, Kendall,” Ava said quickly. “I have it for you back here.” She gestured for an obviously puzzled Kendall to follow her to one the private salon areas, which she did after first giving a polite nod to Hilton.
“What’s going on?” Kendall hissed when they were alone. “There’s a ma-an in your shop. And a doggone good-looking one at that.”
“I didn’t know he was coming. Oh, Ken; I’m sorry.”
“Hmph. You should be sorry, turning me out so you can run off with somebody full of testosterone.”
“I’m sure if it had been you, you would have stuck by me and flatly refused his invitation.”
“Absolutely, my fair-weather friend,” Kendall replied with a straight face. Then she giggled. “Y’all have fun.”
“Good night,” Kendall called to Hilton as she breezed past him on her way out.
“Good night,” he answered, his head turning to avoid talking to air as she rushed by. Then he turned to face Ava. “Friend of yours?”
She nodded. “I would’ve introduced you, but she seemed to be in a hurry.”
“Didn’t she, though.”
They both looked up when the bell went off again, indicating someone had entered the salon. Kendall reappeared, and flashing a sly smile she said, “Oh, I forgot to tell you, Ava. Spencer and I will save two seats at our usual table tonight in case you two don’t have any other plans. Hope to see you at the Sundowner. ‘Bye.” Then she was gone, this time for good.
“I’ve been to the Sundowner,” Hilton remarked. “Nice place. Your friend must have pull to rate her own table.”
“She does. She’s married to the owner.” Ava took her purse and keys. “Let’s go.”
Outside, Hilton pulled the steel latticework gate across the entry and large display window, which featured a bride, honor attendant, bridesmaid and flower girl in the latest spring wedding attire. Standing a few feet behind him, Ava noted that he did fill out his faded but crisply creased jeans well, as she had speculated he would. His waist-length dark brown leather jacket allowed a clear view of his rear.
“I was going to offer you some dinner,” he said rather matter-of-factly as he opened the passenger door of his Pathfinder. “I know they serve food at the Sundowner. Would you like to go over there a little later?” Kendall’s friend’s reference about saving two seats for them told him he had an unblocked path for Ava’s attentions.
Ava hedged. Hilton’s asking her out was something she wanted—and because he’d made his interest clear last night, something she’d expected—but she had a visual flash of Catherine reminding her she’d seen him first. She didn’t want to be disloyal to a friend, but on the other hand she was sensible enough to know that if he’d wanted to take Catherine out he would have asked her. And his saying he planned to invite her for something to eat anyway made her feel good; she didn’t want to think the only reason he’d asked was in response to Kendall’s blatantly transparent attempt at matchmaking. Honestly, ever since that girl had gotten married she was determined to match up the whole world!
The last of her doubts dissolved when she felt his strong hands guiding her intimately by her waist into the high-sitting vehicle. “Um…you really don’t have to do that, Hilton.”
“You seemed to be having trouble last night.”
“That’s because I was wearing heels. I’ve got flats on today.” At his hurt expression, she quickly added, “But that was a very kind gesture on your part. Thank you.”
He started to close the car door, then opened it a hair. “About tonight,” he said before closing it and walking around to the driver’s side.”
Ava waited until he was seated behind the wheel before acknowledged his reminder. “About eight?” she asked, almost shyly.
“I’ll be there.”
Chapter 4
As they drove up Main Street, Ava caught sight of Marcus rounding the corner onto Calhoun Street. Her head jerked sharply, and she leaned forward and to the right as the Pathfinder closed the distance so she could look back until she lost sight of him. Did he live on that street, she wondered. It was possible. Marcus was hardly a rich kid, and Ava knew that in the area beyond the historic district the houses became smaller and rambling from front to back—‘shotgun’ houses, so named because a shot fired through the front door would travel down the long hallway and ultimately come out the back door.
“You all right?”
“Hilton’s voice made Ava realize she was still leaning forward and staring out the window. She sat back in her seat. “I’m fine. I just saw somebody I know. You caught me being nosy.” And if I had my car I would have followed him.
Ava didn’t understand why she was so curious about a street kid. Maybe it was because in the brief time she had spent with him she sensed that under the tough persona was an eight-year-old with the fun-loving and curious instincts of any other boy his age. She had a good idea of who was making him steal, but what she wanted to know was why.
“You’re awfully quiet, Ava. Want to talk about it?”
She blinked, then glanced out the window. They were a block away from her house. “I’m sorry, Hilton. I’m not a space cadet, honest.”
They were at a red light, and Hilton leaned in close, making Ava’s breath catch in her throat. “Tell you what,” he said, his voice low and intimate. “I’ll let you off the hook if you promise not to let your mind wander when I pick you up...” he glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard...“just under two hours from now.”
Ava smiled at him warmly, delighted that he was so understanding. “Thanks a lot. And I promise, tonight I’ll be all yours.”
The words were out before she was able to think about the phrasing. Mortified, she closed her eyes and shook her head for a moment at her gaffe, then faced Hilton sheepishly. She simply shrugged her shoulders and said, “You know what I mean.” He continued to smile at her, and Ava’s embarrassment changed to defiance. She held his gaze, stubbornly not averting her eyes from the smoldering, seductive look that left no doubts of his interpretation of her ill-chosen words. Her strategy was successful—he eventually took on a more innocent ‘aw shucks’ expression—but her right palm turned pale from gripping the arm rest so tightly.
********
Ava was surprised at the wonderful time she was having. She usually dreaded the holiday season; it only served to remind her how much was missing from her life. But in spite of the obligatory Christmas tree, mistletoe and lights strung along the main stems of the miniature palm trees, the mood at the Sundowner was more nostalgic than anything else. Prime Cut, consisting of three men and two women, specialized in finger-popping rhythms and classic ballads dating back to the seventies—the same music, Ava thought wryly, that was turning up on the radio today, re-covered by contemporary artists in what were usually pallid recordings; or in television ads, selling everything from cars to household products.
Being with Kendall and Spencer always guaranteed a good time…and a good seat. They had the best table in the house, on a platform with an unobstructed view of both the dance floor and adjacent bandstand. Kendall was her usual effervescent self, while Spencer’s more subdued demeanor was a perfect complement.
Ava double-dated with her friends whenever she happened to be seeing someone, and while it had always been fun, she couldn’t help noticing that Hilton fit in like he’d known them all for years. It made her feel good.
The band played a lot of old-school favorites, and they all recounted what they were doing when the particular song came out…provided they remembered it. Spencer broke them up with his memory of having a Jheri curl as an adolescent and staining the back of his father’s favorite easy chair with the activator.
The band shifted into a ballad, and Hilton wordlessly held out his hand to Ava. Suddenly there was no one else in the room, and, her hand in his, he led her to the dance floor.
Neither of them spoke during the dance, which suited Ava fine. She wanted to savor being so close to him, being in his arms. The song, the Average White Band classic A Love of Your Own, was one of her favorite ballads. She liked the words. Getting a love of your own was simple, or at least it was according to the lyrics. Ava knew better, but how nice it was to believe it was so easy.
She realized she it wasn’t her past that she missed, but the promise her youth had held, the hopes and dreams she’d lost so long ago. That was what she yearned for. It was all supposed to be so simple...fall in love, get married, have two-point-three children, settle down in a house in the same suburban atmosphere in which she’d grown up with a picket fence, an SUV with three rows of seats and a family-friendly dog like Khufu. A nice thought for sure, but for her it was more than difficult; it was impossible.
Eyes closed, Ava threaded her arms under Hilton’s armpits and rested her palms on his shoulders as she moved to the music, letting the emotional burden she’d carried for so many years dissolve in the simple joy of being in his arms. She was careful to keep enough distance between them to not allow the front of their bodies to touch. She was relieved that Hilton didn’t try to pull her closer. Not only was he handsome, but he was witty and a gentleman to boot. She actually knew very little about Hilton White other than those three attributes, but what she knew so far she certainly liked.
********
“That was fun,” Ava remarked when they were back in his truck on the way home.
“Yeah, it was. You’ve got nice friends.”
“The best. Kendall and I go way back, all the way to high school. We both lived in Nile Beach.” She turned her head to face him, suddenly remembering something. “You probably ought to talk to them about your work. They’re going to be building a house.”
“Where are they in terms of construction?”
“It hasn’t started yet; they’re still working on the plans. I think it’s safe to say nothing will be happening before the spring.”
“Looking for the perfect set of blueprints, huh?”
“Kendall’s very fussy. She’s got to have an island in her kitchen, a split bedroom arrangement, plenty of closets....”
“I studied architecture years ago,” he remarked.
“Did you?”
“Yes. I might be able to help them out. I’m glad it’s not a rush situation, though. I’ve pretty much got my hands full right now. It’ll probably be like this straight through Christmas.”
“Business is booming, ay?”
“I certainly can’t complain. Sometimes it gets a little crazy, and I can only do so much at a time.”
“Sounds like you could use an assistant,” Ava said.
“Not me, thanks. I like things just the way they are. I have no interest in expanding.”
Ava glanced at him sharply, but his expression was impassive. Hilton White was clearly content with the status quo. She put his age at about forty. He had plenty of work years left, and she found herself curious about his lack of ambition. Once again she acknowledged that she knew practically nothing about the man with whom she’d just had a date—but this time she conceded that maybe that wasn’t such a hot idea. She’d heard her whole life from her parents how important it was to be the best you could be and to keep reaching; it amazed her that he could be content with staying at the same level indefinitely and maybe forever. She could just imagine what her seemingly always critical mother would have to say about that.
Hilton pulled the Pathfinder parallel to the sidewalk in front of Ava’s house. He quickly got out and came around to the passenger side. When the door was open he took her hand, but instead of helping her down gently, in a sudden movement he pulled her entire body forward into his arms. Holding her tightly against him, he swung her around twice while she let out a sound halfway between laughter and a shriek. Ava was well proportioned but had never been thin, even as a teenager, and even now she weighed one-hundred-and-thirty-eight pounds—not overweight but far from model thin—but Hilton spun her like she was weightless.
When he stopped she found herself flush against his front. Because he held her at his height level they were face to face, and her arms remained around his neck, where they had instinctively gone when he swung her. Perhaps she should just let go, even if it meant an awkward drop to the ground.
At that moment Hilton began to lower her. Ava straightened her legs, which had been bent at the knees, in preparation for landing on the ground, but Hilton was letting her down at a snail’s pace. Her wool blazer was open, as was his leather jacket; and she could feel the outline of his engorged flesh through the fabric of his trousers as he slowly slid her past his groin.
At last Ava’s feet were on the ground. As she descended she released her arms from the sink-or-swim hold around his neck, but continued to hold on to his shoulders with her hands, then slid down to rest on his upper arms. She merely looked up at him, hypnotized by his bold action and his stare of open longing and feeling powerless to speak or move...until Hilton’s face moved forward, when she raised her chin, lips parted in eager anticipation.
His kiss was as slow and deliberate as his lowering of her body against his had been, his tongue lingering as it outlined her lips before pressing inside her mint-scented mouth. Ava’s grip on his biceps tightened as she united her tongue with his, not caring that she was visibly trembling.
Hilton’s fingers stroked the back of her neck, then threaded the tapered strands of hair at her nape. Ava hadn’t realized how sensitive the flesh of her neck was until she felt his fingers caressing her...or perhaps it was simply because Hilton knew how to maximize her pleasure.
Their lips separated with a soft smacking sound, but Hilton did not release her, nor did Ava desire to back out of his embrace. She did feel she needed to say something to break the silence.
“Would you like to come in?” she asked haltingly.
He responded with his mysterious smile. “Very much,” he replied, his expression becoming serious. “But I think it’s best if I go. I might remember your telling me you’d be all mine tonight and forget myself.” He released her then, casually draping an arm around her shoulder as they walked toward her front door.
********
Once inside the haven of her home, Ava leaned against the closed front door, eyes closed and face upturned. Her breath came out in heavy, ragged gasps. Either it had been too long since she’d last been kissed, or Hilton White had affected her in a way no other man had. A loud buzz of warning went off in her head, reminding her that she had no right to be so interested in Hilton or in any man. His sudden and unexpected appearance in her life aroused all the feelings of inferiority that had plagued her for so long. She had to find about his personal life. That was the key to whether or not there was any possibility at all....
She declined to complete the thought, too accustomed to the disappointment she had experienced with every new relationship to even hope such a thing could be conceivable.
********
Sunday dawned clear and seasonably chilly. Ava got into grubby but comfortable gray sweat pants and a matching sweatshirt, lit the fireplace in her bedroom and pulled out her year-end folder of receipts and tax records. It was time to begin the organization process to file her tax returns. This way by the time the final filing version of the computer tax program she used was delivered in January she would be prepared to input her information and increase her self-employed retirement contribution, if necessary.
It was a big job and took nearly two hours. When she was done she reached for the remote control, content to simply relax and watch some TV.
She recognized the movie The Witches of Eastwick playing on a syndicated network. The sly character Jack Nicholson was playing was seducing Michelle Pfeiffer. “I warn you, I get pregnant,” she was saying.
Ava made a face and changed the channel. She stopped at one of the cable entertainment networks, which was running an interview with a well-known actress in which she was discussing a woman’s right to choose. The actress declared she was pro-choice but added, “If I didn’t have my children, my life would be...maybe not meaningless, but awfully empty.”
Ava blew out her breath and changed channels a second time. She settled on a documentary profiling the Boston Strangler. Surely with that there wouldn’t be any comments like the ones she’d just heard.
Or so she thought. One of Albert DeSalvo’s former prison mates was being interviewed, and as he recalled his distaste for the convicted killer, citing the large number of his victims and adding indignantly, “Some of them were mothers!”
Ava sucked her teeth and said a choice phrase aloud, although there was no one around to hear it. She resisted the urge to put her foot through the television screen, knowing she’d only regret such recklessness when she calmed down. She settled for carefully aiming the remote control at the man who was talking and clicking on the power button. Instantly the man’s image faded to black. The action satisfied her need to express her frustration in a violent manner—like firing an imaginary gun—but his inane comment lingered in her mind. It was attitudes like that that made her feel that in the eyes of the world she was worthless. Not that the man meant it would have been all right if the strangler only killed women without children, but he obviously felt that a mother’s life was worth more than that of a childless woman. Nor did Ava need to be reminded of how easy pregnancy was for some women, or how empty her life seemed without a family of her own....
She bit on her lower lip, closed her eyes for a few moments and counted to ten in an attempt to calm down. Every now and then she got the distinct feeling her strength was being tested, and this was one of those times.
She decided some fresh air would make her feel better. Maybe she’d drive over to the mall and do some speed walking. Heck, if she could sit here and watch all these depressing comments on television, dealing with the mall, with its Christmas decorations, Santa Claus and holiday music, would be a snap. While she was there she would treat herself to a big salted pretzel and honey sauce after she’d taken her walk. She put out the fire and dressed in jeans and a jacket.
It was especially crisp outside, which many people said made it seem more Christmas-like. Ava had seen pictures of Christmas in cool, snowy climates like Vermont, all picturesque and postcard perfect. She’d even seen it firsthand, the time she spent a long weekend in January with her boyfriend of the moment in the mountains of Tennessee. It was different, but as a native of Florida she was accustomed to warmer holiday seasons. The temperature occasionally dipped into the forties in Northeast Florida and below freezing at night for a few days at a time, but this was the coldest December she remembered. Whatever happened to that global warming environmental experts were warning about? The mercury had stayed below average for a week, and even the streets were deserted. Apparently others also felt it was uncomfortably cold.
But then again, she thought as she drove up row after row of the mall parking lot in search of a parking space, maybe no one was on the streets because they were all here, doing their last minute Christmas shopping.
The scene never changed from year to year, she thought as she surveyed the crowd. Purses and parcels tightly clutched, a dozen people waiting on line to use the ATM, awful piped-in Muzak Christmas carols, a Salvation Army bell-ringer, just general pandemonium.
Ava traditionally did not do her Christmas shopping until Christmas Eve, when she felt the most festive. She disliked the merchants who tried to force the gaiety on consumers in early November, immediately after they took down their Halloween decorations. She viewed Christmas as a spiritual celebration, far removed from the self-centered holidays of her childhood, when she was more concerned with what was inside the gaily wrapped packages under the tree that had her name on them. The meaning of the holiday was practically lost in her eagerness, but Ava knew it was all part of being a child. Those were the perfect years, when she had no idea about the disappointment and pain that lay ahead...
Her mood threatened to turn melancholy, but she chuckled at the sight of a middle-aged man emerging from Victoria’s Secret, carrying two small bags with the store’s logo, one in each hand. She thought it odd that his purchases were in two different bags. When a glance at his left hand revealed a glint of gold on the ring finger, she suspected one bag contained something pretty for his wife—like a bathrobe—and the other a wispy, barely-there gift for the other woman in his life. Shame on him.
The traditional Santa’s workshop was set up in the center of the aisle near one of the exits. Ava paused to look at the long line of youngsters who waited for their turn at spending a few minutes on Santa’s lap. Her heart began to thump in her chest at the sight of them.
Facing her infertility was the most difficult thing she had ever had to do, and although she knew in her heart that both physicians she had consulted spoke the truth about her slim chance of ever becoming pregnant. The inability to conceive a child had changed the direction of her life. She had ended her marriage, unable to forget the look of raw, unadulterated disappointment in her former husband’s eyes when they were informed of her dismal diagnosis. Since then she had put her energies into entrepreneurship. For years she didn’t date at all. She felt it wouldn’t be fair to present herself as potential marriage material to unsuspecting men when she knew her flaw, as she referred to it, made this impossible.
It had nearly a decade since she learned the devastating news, and the passage of time, as time tended to do, had helped her become more accepting of it. After the divorce she opened a small bridal shop and threw herself into her work, eventually expanding it to include wedding planning. She cautiously began to date again when she reached her thirties, but allowed each relationship to peter out after a month or two, and earlier than that if the man of the moment happened to mention that he eventually wanted to settle down and have children. She wasn’t marriage material, and she knew it.
Ava shut her eyes for a moment and breathed deeply to try to resolve the ache in her heart. It didn’t quite do it—but then again it never did, though she knew from years of trying that at least it helped—then continued walking without looking over at the children again.
A commotion broke out up ahead, in the area where there was a break in the store entryways in favor of a mall exit. A woman cried out something unintelligible, followed by “Stop!” and within seconds a brown-skinned child wearing a navy blue jacket and a dark baseball cap was making a beeline for the door.
Ava gasped. She only caught a glimpse of the boy—she was still about four or five stores away—but he was about Marcus’s size and complexion, and the dark waist-length jacket and baseball cap fit the profile, to say nothing of the activity. As the saying went, if it looked like a duck, walked like a duck and quacked like a duck, then it must be a duck.
She rushed to the bank of glass doors at the exit. There was no sign of Marcus anywhere. That was a pretty nervy stunt, Ava thought. Security was beefed up at the mall at this time of year. All it would take was one strong bystander to grab him and turn him over to the police.
But he’d certainly managed to disappear in a hurry, she thought as she took one last lingering look toward the left, right and straight ahead. Where had he gone?
********
Ava walked through the mall in the same direction from which she had come, heading toward the exit where she had parked. The heartache that had brought her to the mall in the first place seemed frivolous next to her concern for Marcus. The thought of such a sweet-natured child turning into a career criminal made her feel ill.
While she managed not to bump into anyone as she walked through the crowd, lost in her thoughts, the other shoppers as well as the bustling mall activity, faded into a big blur.
Had Ava not been so preoccupied with thoughts of Marcus she would have spotted Hilton coming out of the toy store, laden with packages.
Chapter 5
“I can’t tell you how much Danny and I appreciate your organizing our wedding for us, Ava,” Vicky said. It was early Monday evening, and Vicky, Kendall and Ava were sitting at Ava’s kitchen table, feasting on take-out Chinese food, one of their last get-togethers before Vicky’s wedding. Vicky and her fiancé lived in North Carolina, but they were holding their wedding in her hometown of Nile Beach.
“Don’t be silly. I do this all the time; there’s nothing to it. As the bride you shouldn’t have to worry about a thing. After all, you’re only going to do this—” Ava broke off, realizing her mistake.
“It’s okay, you can say it. Twice,” Vicky replied good-naturedly. “It’s okay. Divorce is rough, but at least I got a beautiful daughter out of it.” Vicky gasped. “Oh, Ava, I’m sorry. What a tactless thing for me to say.”
“What’s with you two? Can’t y’all keep your feet out of your mouths?” Kendall teased as Ava assured Vicky it was all right. “Besides,” Kendall added with a mischievous glint in her eye, “Ava might be doing the marriage thing twice herself.”
“She might?” Vicky asked.
“I might?” Ava repeated, wide-eyed.
Kendall scowled Ava’s way. “You know what I’m talkin’ about.”
Ava rolled her eyes.
Vicky put down her fork. “Well, will somebody please tell me what it’s about?”
“Sure,” Ava said. “Here’s the deal. I met this man Friday night at a party at Catherine Moore’s house. He gave me a ride home when my car broke down and was thoughtful enough to come pick me up at the shop on Saturday because he knew my car wasn’t working. Kendall ran into us and invited us to come to the Sundowner that night, so we did. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him since, but apparently this is enough for Kendall to predict a wedding.” She glared at her friend, only partly playful; she was actually a tad annoyed.
But Kendall was not fazed. “You left out the part about how the two of you were glowing while you were dancing. It reminds me of the way Spencer and I were the first time we danced together. I didn’t know him well then, either. Shucks, it was our first date, too. The man had come to town to put me out of business, for heaven’s sake.” Spencer, like Kendall, was a restaurateur, and he had come to town specifically to open a soul food restaurant that would rival Kendall’s. Now that they were married they combined their resources and operated their establishments jointly. “Who’d believe we’d end up married a year later?”
“Your friend sounds intriguing, Ava,” Valerie said. “Why don’t you bring him to the wedding?”
“Ooh, that’s a wonderful idea!” Kendall exclaimed.
Ava incredulously looked at one friend, then the other. “Have the two of you lost your minds? No, I will not bring Hilton to the wedding. I just met the man; I don’t even know anything about him. Inviting him to a wedding is not appropriate.” She decided to poke fun at Kendall’s situation with Spencer. “He could be planning to open a really snazzy bridal shop and lure away my customers, for all I know.”
The three of them burst out laughing, and they returned to lighthearted chatter and gossip, just longtime friends enjoying a meal, like they had done so many times in the past.
Ava didn’t think twice about it when the doorbell rang. She got to her feet as quickly as she could, which wasn’t all that fast because she’d consumed two shrimp rolls and generous helpings of beef and broccoli, lobster egg foo yung, sweet and sour chicken and spare ribs. Because of the relatively early hour and because she was not alone in the house, she opened the door without first looking through the curtains, but left the chain on.
Hilton stood on the other side of the door, his massive frame blocking the view beyond.
Ava made no attempt to conceal the smile that immediately formed on her lips. “Hi! Just a minute; I want to undo the chain.” She closed the door and slid the chain out of its holder, then opened the door wide.
“Hi. Here I am, Husband For Hire at your service.” He held up his tape measure.
Ava’s hand flew up to the side of her face. “It’s Monday, isn’t it? Hilton...I completely forgot!”
“Is this a bad time?”
She glanced inside the house. “Well—”
Ava’s response was interrupted by Kendall, who approached from behind, stopping a few yards away. “Just wanted to make sure you were okay. Oh, hello, Hilton.”
“How’s it goin’, Kendall?”
“Pretty good, thanks. Oh, I’m glad I saw you. Spencer and I are having a few people over for a tree-decorating party Christmas Eve. It’ll be an early evening, from seven to nine. Ava has the address. Hope to see you, if you can make it.”
“Thanks for the invite, Kendall. I’m not sure if I can make it, but I’ll get the address just in case. I’m driving up to Augusta for the holidays, and I’ll probably be on the road by five.”
“Well, we’d love to have you if you can make it.”
“Thanks.” He raised his hand in salute as Kendall retreated to the kitchen, then turned his attentions to Ava with an intimate smile. “Don’t worry about forgetting. It’s no big deal. People always get caught up in the holidays. Why don’t we just do it another time? If we can’t get together before I leave, I’ll come by the shop when I get back into town.”
When will that be? she wanted to know. But she had to follow his lead, and he wasn’t offering any information. It bothered her not to know how long he would be gone. “Sure,” she said.
“How’d you make out with your car?”
“It made me glad I bought a policy to cover repairs,” she replied with a smile. Her mechanic had called first thing that morning and informed her that the transmission on her car was shot. It had always been a bit jerky at times, so she was careful to have it serviced at the recommended intervals so the insurance people couldn’t refuse to pay the claim. They told her it would be ready on Friday, since they were taking a few days off for the holiday. “I’m using a rental. The insurance pays for that, too.”
“Was it the transmission?”
“You got it.” She smiled at him. “Thanks for coming by, Hilton. Again, I’m sorry I forgot.”
“No problem.”
“If I don’t see you, you have a safe trip.”
“Thanks. And Merry Christmas.”
Hilton leaned in just a tad as he spoke, and Ava’s spine automatically straightened. Afraid she would forget herself and step into his arms, she wanted to keep the distance between them intact...and impersonal. What she didn’t realize was that in her defiance she raised her chin, as if she expected to be kissed.
Her shoulders sagged in disappointment when he turned to leave. “The same to you,” she called after him. She stood in the doorway watching as he walked down the short walk in front of her house, retreating before he walked around to the driver’s side and could see her standing there wearing an expression of what she knew was unabashed hunger. Hilton White pressed all her buttons and set her pulse racing. The mere sight of him was all she needed to think about was how he’d kissed her senseless two nights ago...and how she longed for more of the same.
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