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Chapter 1

 


Oh, man. A bunch of wrinkled
old white guys wearing two-thousand-dollar suits. So it was going
to be one of those jobs again, was it?

As he tunneled fingers through his
medium brown hair, Leo Friday shifted his weight from one foot to
the other, arced his gaze around the U-shaped table that surrounded
him, and eyed each of his new employers one by one. But even the
fact that he was standing and they were sitting did nothing to
relieve his tension. First in line was Dolce & Gabbana Man,
dressed to the nines in a black pinstripe number that put Leo’s
faded blue jeans, white T-shirt, and black blazer to shame. Beside
Dolce & Gabbana Man was Cohiba Man, puffing with much relish on
the stump of a fat cigar. Beyond him was—oh, great—Grecian Formula
Man. Did old guys really think they were kidding anybody when they
used that stuff? And after that came…ew, Acqua Di Gio Man, way too
close for comfort. Leo did his best to breathe
shallowly.

One by one, he took in the dozen or so
members of the board of directors of Kimball Technologies, Inc.,
the pride and joy of Philadelphia’s business community. And he
thanked God—not for the first time—that he was self-employed and
didn’t have to answer to guys like these. Because guys like these
definitely lived and played by a different set of rules than Leo
did, rules that were doubtless engraved in twenty-four-carat gold
somewhere.

Okay, he amended reluctantly, when he
recalled that these guys were his newest clients, so he was
technically self-employed. Unfortunately, being self-employed meant
he was also up for hire. Which meant he was pretty much answering
to Kimball’s board of directors. For now, anyway. They’d dispensed
with the initial formalities, and he’d declined the obligatory cup
of coffee. Might as well get on with it.

“All right,” Leo said halfheartedly.
“Give me the particulars.”

“Someone is stealing money—a
considerable amount of money—from Schuyler Kimball,” Dolce &
Gabbana Man said.

As particulars went, Leo had to admit
that that one was pretty substantial. “Can you be more specific?”
he asked.

Dolce & Gabbana Man shook his head.
“No. That’s the problem. We don’t know how the money is
disappearing, or from what branch of the business, or who might be
doing the stealing. We only know that there should be quite a bit
more money than there is. And we want you to find out where it is,
and who’s responsible for its disappearance.”

A man halfway around the table met
Leo’s gaze with what the old guy probably thought was a steely
glare. Unfortunately, his expression only succeeded in making the
man look nearsighted. “And then,” he intoned with a voice
reminiscent of God’s, “we want to you hang the bastard out to dry
by his nuts.”

Hoo-kay, Leo thought. So Charlton
Heston Man had checked in, had he? Aloud, he said, “That’s not much
to go on. I mean, Kimball Technologies is a multinational,
multi-billion-dollar corporation, with holdings in dozens of areas
of industry. Couldn’t you be a little more specific?”

Dolce & Gabbana Man plucked at his
perfectly knotted necktie, an accessory that probably set him back
more than Leo’s poker losings for a whole year. “No. That’s the
problem. Whoever is doing the stealing is damned good at it. We
can’t locate the origin of the theft at all.”

Grecian Formula Man nodded his
agreement. “We only know the annual report for Kimball Technologies
just came out, and although there was a nineteen percent rise in
gross earnings, profits fall short of what they should be. It’s a
pattern that’s been plaguing the company for a few years now—a rise
in gross earnings that isn’t reflected in total profits. This year,
however, the discrepancy is a bit too big to ignore. It’s causing
us some concern.”

“How much is ‘a bit’?” Leo
asked.

The men exchanged wary glances, as if
they weren’t sure how much to reveal to the very man who was
supposed to uncover the alleged theft. Ultimately, they all turned
their attention to Cohiba Man, who puffed once on his cigar, then
cleared his throat indelicately before meeting Leo’s
gaze.

“More than fifty million dollars,” he
said.

Fifty million
dollars? Leo gasped inwardly. These guys
were missing fifty million dollars, but they couldn’t even say from
where? Just how much money was Kimball Technologies bringing in
annually? Granted, Schuyler Kimball, Philadelphia’s most notorious
native son, was one of the world’s leading billionaires. Even
without doing his research on the company—and the man—before taking
on his current clients, Leo knew that much about Kimball. As did
nearly everyone else on the planet. And it wasn’t like Leo had
never been exposed to extremely large sums of money in his time.
Recouping massive corporate losses was part of what he did for a
living. But this…

This was a hell of a lot of money they
were talking about. The fact that it was only a small percentage of
Kimball’s annual take just made it that much more
astonishing.

Leo swallowed hard, pretending he
wasn’t completely awestruck, and said, “More than fifty million
bucks, huh? That really sucks.”

Another member of the board narrowed
his eyes and glared at Leo. “Yes, Mr. Friday, it does indeed…
suck,” he agreed. “It’s unfortunate. Inconvenient. One might even
say problematic. But that’s why we wish to utilize your preeminent
faculties and aptitudes. We comprehend that you are unequaled in
the business when it comes to unearthing white-collar crime and
harvesting the illicit fruits of that felonious labor.”

Terrific. Thesaurus Man, Leo decided.
He shrugged of the compliment—once he understood that it was, in
fact, a compliment. He was the best in the business when it came to
ferreting out embezzlers, appropriators, abstracters, and outright
corporate thieves. He held degrees in accounting and finance and
had a background with both the General Accounting Office and the
FBI. But he left public service five years ago to start his own
investigative agency—one that specialized in white-collar crime,
particularly theft that saw boom in business, right out of the
gate. Today’s executives seemed to think their six- figure incomes,
full medical coverage, luxury company cars and golden parachutes
didn’t begin to cover their needs. It never ceased to amaze Leo how
greedy people could be. People who had it all still wanted more.
And more. And more.

“I’m going to require total and
unhampered access to the Kimball Technologies files,” he said flat
out. That was always the hardest thing the corporate big shots had
to get used to—surrendering all their dirty little business
secrets. If these guys didn’t give him unlimited access, they’d
have to find another man for the job.

Cohiba man puffed once. “You’ll have
it, Mr. Friday.”

Leo arched his brows in surprise. Okay,
so maybe Kimball’s board of directors wasn’t going to be so hard to
deal with after all. “I’ll also need for all of you to be available
to me for questioning.”

“Done,” Cohiba man agreed without even
consulting his colleagues. The other men nodded.

Well, hell, Leo thought. They were
taking all the fun out of it. “And I’ll require full and unhampered
access to Schuyler Kimball, as well,” he added.

Cohiba Man shook his head resolutely.
“Absolutely not.”

Scratch those earlier observations.
“Excuse me?” Leo said.

“I said you won’t have access to
Schuyler Kimball,” Cohiba Man repeated. “You’re not to bring him
into this. He’s a very busy man.”

Leo eyed the other man warily. “Let me
get this straight. I’m trying to find fifty million dollars that
someone has stolen from Kimball, but I can’t have access to the man
because he’s too busy to see me?”

“That’s correct.”

“I’ll need to talk to the
guy.”

Cohiba Man puffed some more. “No, you
won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because Mr. Kimball doesn’t know the
money is missing, and he’s not to know of your investigation.
That’s why.”

Leo squinted as the billows of smoke
grew thicker around the other man. “Isn’t he the one who’s hiring
me?”

“No, Mr. Friday. We—” He gestured down
the table. “—the board of directors, are the ones who are hiring
you.”

Interesting distinction, Leo thought.
He’d been under the impression the board of directors of a company
sort of answered to the man in charge. What were these guys? A
wandering band of rogue executives? “You want to clarify that for
me?” he asked.

Cohiba Man puffed one more time before
removing the cigar from his mouth. Then he settled it in a crystal
ashtray and folded one hand over the other on the table, an action
that told Leo he was in for a serious monologue.

“The board of directors of Kimball
Technologies is hiring you, Mr. Friday, not Schuyler Kimball. Mr.
Kimball isn’t currently aware of the theft, nor is he to be
informed about it. In fact, Mr. Kimball isn’t to be informed of
your activities at all. He’s much too busy to be bothered by
something like this. He has the running of his company to see to,
not to mention other, more personal, pursuits.”

Leo studied the other man in
silence, shifting his weight again from one hiking-booted foot to
the other as he contemplated what the true nature of
personal pursuits might be
in terms of a billionaire playboy. When his thoughts started to get
away from him, lingering too long on scantily clad women and
whipped cream, he shook his head hard and said, “You want to tell
me how you’re going to explain it to Kimball when he finds out
someone—namely me—is poking his nose into every single file in the
Kimball archives?”

Cohiba Man picked up his cigar and
puffed some more. “No, Mr. Friday, I don’t want to tell you that.
It’s immaterial.”

“But—”

“Suffice it to say,” Cohiba Man cut him
off, “you are in no danger of Mr. Kimball discovering your presence
or your activities.”

“But—”

“And should you make your identity and
the particulars of your investigation known to him—either
voluntarily or involuntarily—then your work for this company shall
be immediately terminated, and you’ll never crunch numbers in this
town again. Do I make myself clear, Mr. Friday?”

“Crystal,” Leo replied without missing
a beat.

He stiffened under the other man’s
perusal, his back going up fast at the suggestion that he’d never
work in Philadelphia again. Right. Like that was ever going to
happen, seeing as he had a national reputation for being the best
at what he did. Leo was more than confident of his ability to stay
in business, regardless of what these overblown egos thought of
their own power. But if they didn’t want Kimball to know about the
investigation, then he’d keep it under his hat. He could manage, as
long as he had access to—and the blessing of—the board of
directors, and the freedom to plunder the company files. It might
take longer than it would if he could sit down with the big boss
and ask a few questions, but Leo could still do his job quite well,
thanks, without Kimball’s input.

He was about to ask the first of many
questions, when Cohiba Man started up again. “Unfortunately, Mr.
Kimball keeps some of his records at his estate in Bucks County.
Naturally, Mr. Friday, we’ll expect you to begin your investigation
at company headquarters here in town. But ultimately, this
assignment could force you to do a lot of traveling, to other
cities and countries where Kimball Technologies has holdings. A
worst-case scenario would have you infiltrating Mr. Kimball’s
private residence, but in all likelihood—if you’re as good as you
claim—that will never come about, because you’ll find the source of
the theft right away. At any rate, we’ll start here and work our
way out, shall we?”

We? Leo echoed to himself. Like these
guys knew the first place to look for corruption. Then again, some
corruption went pretty high up in the company. Just why, exactly,
were they so reluctant to let Schuyler Kimball know what was going
on?

While Leo was pondering the answer to
that, Cohiba Man added, “Because of the delicate nature of this
investigation, it will, of course, be essential that you cover your
tracks. No one other than the men present in this room right now is
to know your true reason for poking around. No one. You’ll have to
make every effort to keep yourself invisible.”

“That goes without saying,” Leo said.
“And, no offense, but I wouldn’t be where I am in this business if
I hadn’t mastered discretion a long time ago.”

“No, Mr. Friday,” Dolce & Gabbana
Man said. “You don’t understand. It’s not your discretion we’re
worried about. It’s you. Your very identity is the problem. You’re
too well -known, even by some of the company’s less, shall we say,
important employees. You’re not to go by Leo Friday. You’re not to
be an investigator of fraud. We’ll have to come up with another
persona entirely for you. This has to look like a simple, standard
audit of the books. Period.”

Great, Leo thought. This was just
great. The wandering band of rogue executives were now Elliot Ness
and the Untouchables.

He shook his head. This had happened to
him before. A different company, a different board of directors,
but the same damned thing. They were convinced his reputation
preceded him, right down to the guys in the mail room, and they
insisted he play a game of cloak and calculator. Not only was the
charade unnecessary, it was a pain in the ass.

“Can I at least go by my own first
name?” he asked, masking his sarcasm as best he could, and telling
himself it wasn’t petulance he heard in his voice.

“Leonard?” Cohiba Man asked with a
shrug. “I don’t see why not.”

Leo cringed at the sound of his given
name. He really hated being called Leonard. No one but his
great-aunt Margie got away with calling him that anymore, and the
only reason she did was because she was ninety-two years old. Well,
that and the fact that, even though at six-foot-two, Leo was a
solid one-hundred and ninety-eight pounds, Aunt Margie outweighed
him by a good fifty pounds. Plus, she watched way too much
Championship Wrestling.

“No, not Leonard,” he started to
object.

But Acqua Di Gio Man cut him off.
“Leonard Freiberger!” he exclaimed. “That’s who you could be. It
would be close to your real name, but not really. And you won’t be
an investigator. You’ll be a…let’s see now…a bookkeeper! Yes,
that’s perfect. A mousy little bookkeeper who’s been hired to
double-check the files for a few minor discrepancies. I think
Leonard Freiberger is the perfect name for a mousy little
bookkeeper. I went to school with a Morton Freiberger,” he added
parenthetically. “Trust me. This will be perfect.”

“That’s interesting,” Leo replied
blandly. “I went to school with a Sheldon Freiberger. Son of a
bitch beat the hell out of me one day during PE.”

Leo also thought about telling Acqua Di
Gio Man that he had bookkeeper friends named Trixie LeFevre and
Jamal Jefferson, and not a single one with a name like Leonard
Freiberger. But the old guy seemed to be having so much fun that
Leo didn’t have the heart. Unfortunately, when he said nothing to
counter the man’s suggestion, the other executives, incredibly,
seemed to warm to the idea.

“Yes, yes,” Dolce & Gabbana Man
chimed in. “That’s a wonderful idea. You’ll need glasses, though.”
He whipped his own pair of delicate, horn-rimmed spectacles from
his face and held them out to Leo. “Here, you can wear mine. Don’t
worry—they’re not prescription. They’re mood glasses. Women adore
them on men.”

Mood glasses? Leo wondered. What
marketing genius came up with that idea? One who’d never had to
wear real glasses, obviously. Leo should know. He’d been wearing
contact lenses for half his life—since he was nineteen years
old.

“I don’t think—” he began to
object.

But this time Grecian
Formula Man interrupted him. “And you absolutely must wear tweed,”
he threw in. “Not the good kind—the Lauren or the Hilfiger—the
absent-minded professor kind. Like Peter O’Toole wore in
Goodbye Mr. Chips. That
would suit the charade beautifully.”

Leo pinched the bridge of his nose and
tried not to panic. “Uh, I think you guys are getting a little
too—”

“It’s just too bad we can’t do anything
about your physical stature, Mr. Friday,” Charlton Heston Man
thundered, frowning as he considered Leo from head to toe. “There
aren’t many bookkeepers who look like football linemen. Perhaps if
you slouched a bit…”

All right, that was enough, Leo
thought, dropping his hand back down to his side. He owed it to
bookkeepers everywhere to put a stop to this egregious stereotyping
ASAP. Otherwise, he’d have Trixie and Jamal up here kicking
corporate butt in no time.

“Look,” he bit out, barely able to
contain his growing outrage. “You guys are out of line. There’s no
reason for me to affect any kind of stereotype. I’m perfectly
capable of handling this assignment the same way I’ve handled
hundreds of other assignments over the years. Just sit back and let
me do my job.”

“Oh, we’ll let you do your job, Mr.
Friday,” Cohiba Man said. “But don’t forget who’s paying your
salary.”

“Fine,” Leo conceded. “I’ll
play by your rules, to an
extent.” He emphasized those last three
words as much as he could. “I’ll go by another name, and I’ll be
the simple, lowly bookkeeper doing a perfunctory and very standard
survey of the records. But I won’t be a buffoon.”

“We never asked you to be that, Mr.
Friday,” Cohiba Man said. But he smiled as he puffed his
cigar.

Leo shook his head once. These guys
were flat-out nuts. Too much living in the corporate ivory towers
would do that to a person, he supposed.

Whatever, he thought. He’d play a part.
Anything to get these guys off his back so he could do his job,
collect his paycheck, and leave them in the dust. One thing,
however, was absolutely certain. He wasn’t going to go by Leonard
Freiberger, and he wasn’t going to slouch, and he wasn’t going to
wear tweed or mood glasses.

He didn’t care who was paying his
salary.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


“Leonard Freiberger, ma’am. We spoke on
the phone yesterday afternoon?”

Lily Rigby gazed at the man
standing on the other side of Schuyler’s front door, blinked a few
times in rapid succession, and realized she had no idea what to say
in response. His appearance simply left her at a loss for words.
She reminded herself that Mr. Freiberger had identified himself
over the telephone the day before as a bookkeeper, but still… She
hadn’t thought anybody wore that Goodbye,
Mr. Chips tweed stuff anymore.

“Lily Rigby,” she finally said,
extending her hand toward him. “I’m Schuyler Kimball’s social
secretary. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Freiberger.”

Actually, she was a bit more than
Schuyler Kimball’s social secretary. She and Schuyler went to
college together, after all. And he was her first lover. And they’d
lived together for years and years and years. But that was probably
a bit more than Mr. Freiberger wanted to know, wasn’t
it?

So she said nothing further as she
extended one hand to him in greeting, skimming the other over the
straight black hair wound into a sleek French twist. She forced a
smile as she catalogued the rest of him, scrambling for a bland,
polite addition to her salutation. When he took her hand, his
fingers closed over hers, virtually swallowing them. He had big
hands and a strong, capable grip, his flesh warm and rough against
hers.

When she glanced up at his face, it
startled her to realize that beneath close-cropped, medium brown
hair, and behind round, wire-framed glasses, Mr. Freiberger had
beautiful hazel eyes—not quite green, not quite blue, not quite
gray. They were eyes that reflected intelligence, wit and a
generally easygoing disposition, and not a little heat. His other
features were craggy, but pleasant—a square jaw, full, but finely
chiseled lips, a straight nose, nice cheekbones. Oh, yes. Very nice
cheekbones, indeed.

Quickly, she shook his hand and
released it. Then she skittered her gaze down and back up again,
hoping he noticed neither her hasty inventory, nor the reluctant
blush she felt warming her face when she completed it. Even the
baggy tweed jacket and trousers, and the rumpled white oxford shirt
and outdated tie, did nothing to hide the solid body lurking
somewhere beneath.

Goodness. Mr. Freiberger was built like
a Mack truck. He probably topped six-feet, though it was hard to
say for sure, considering that nasty slouch of his. Even with his
bad posture, he towered over Lily. Then again, she stood a mere
five-foot-four in her stocking feet and never wore heels any higher
than one inch with her work clothes.

She stepped aside to allow the man
entry, wondering again why the board of directors of Kimball
Technologies wanted him to go over Schuyler’s home files. Something
about a problem with last year’s tax return, Mr. Freiberger had
explained, but honestly. She wished they would have given her more
notice for an audit that sounded in no way urgent.

“Come in, Mr. Freiberger,” she told the
bookkeeper, sweeping a hand toward the expansive marble foyer. “I
apologize for my hesitation. My mind is elsewhere. Mr. Kimball is
out of town this week, so I have my hands full keeping things
running on my own.”

Not that she didn’t run things all by
herself when Schuyler was there, too. Ten years had passed since
she earned her first degree in business and Schuyler suggested
launching Kimball Technologies. But he was always far too focused
on the company’s design work to ever worry about anything else.
Like so many other things, the day-to-day tasks here at Ashling
invariably fell to Lily, regardless of where Schuyler
was.

The bookkeeper nodded his thanks as he
gripped his leather satchel more firmly as he strode forward,
pausing just inside the door. When he passed, Lily noted that he
smelled very nice. Not perfumey, but clean. Earthy. Masculine.
Somehow the scent was both wildly inappropriate and strangely
suitable for him.

“Thank you, Miss Rigby,” he said. His
voice, like the rest of him, was a combination of opposites, the
gentility edged with a roughness she couldn’t mistake. “I’ll do my
best to stay out of your way this week. I’ll be quiet as a mouse.
You won’t even know I’m here.”

That was something Lily sincerely
doubted. Already she was far too curious about Mr. Freiberger. In
spite of his clothes, he looked like the kind of man she might meet
in a South Philly bar at the end of the work day and the peak of
hockey season, downing beer and screaming on the Flyers to the
Stanley Cup. Yet he dressed and spoke and carried himself as if he
were an unassuming and inconspicuous, well, dweeb.

“That’s okay, Mr. Freiberger,” she
said. “It’s pretty quiet around here when Mr. Kimball’s not in
residence. We tend to fall into a fairly casual routine, even when
he’s home. I assure you, you won’t be in the way at
all.”

She closed the door behind him, but not
before a breath of autumn scurried inside. The mid-October wind was
cool and crisp, already hinting at the winter to come, redolent of
apples and drying leaves. The expansive maples and oaks that
surrounded Schuyler’s estate were ablaze with orange and red and
gold, their leaves scattered about the grass like fallen
handkerchiefs. Mr. Tooley, the groundskeeper, could scarcely keep
up, even with the help of two college boys he had at his disposal.
Then again, the house they cared for wasn’t exactly your
run-of-the-mill estate.

Ashling, the
thirty-four-room, twenty-nine-thousand-square-foot Georgian manor
that was Schuyler Kimball’s primary residence, rested on forty-five
acres of prime real estate in rural Bucks County. With its
rose-colored brick and leaded copper roof, its twelve fireplaces
and nine bedrooms, its gymnasium and movie theater, and its
majestic marble gallery that linked the house’s two wings, Ashling
surpassed even Schuyler’s expectations for living quarters. The
name he had bestowed upon his home was a phonic representation
of Aisling, an
Irish name that meant dream. To Schuyler, that was precisely
what the huge house was. A dream come true.

She supposed there were a lot of people
who would consider the residence excessive, particularly for a
single man who made no secret of his confirmed—and
womanizing—bachelorhood. Truth be told, Lily was one of them. But
Schuyler had worked hard and sacrificed a lot to earn the wealth he
claimed. She’d seen firsthand how many obstacles he’d overcome to
achieve his current status, and how many battles he continued to
fight every day to maintain it. And it wasn’t like he did live here
alone. There was a huge staff of hourly workers who filed in every
morning to see to the day-to-day running of Ashling. Schuyler’s
mother, Miranda, and his sister, Janey, were residents. Lily, too,
with a handful of servants, lived here full-time, though her
quarters were significantly more modest than the family’s. And, of
course, she mustn’t forget Chloe.

As much as she might like
to.

As Lily led Leonard Freiberger through
the gallery toward the east wing that housed the private living
area where Schuyler kept his office, she strove for polite
conversation. “Leonard,” she repeated. “That’s a lovely name. My
mother had a chocolate point Siamese named Leonard. Of course, it
goes without saying that we always called him ‘Leo.’”

She wasn’t sure, but she thought the
bookkeeper grunted something in response to that. She sighed and
tried again. “He was rather neurotic, though, even for a Siamese.
There were times when we were convinced he thought he was a Turkish
Angora.”

Silence greeted the comment from
behind, followed by what sounded like a weary sigh. She was about
to say something more, when finally Mr. Freiberger asked in a flat
voice, “Um, why was that?”

Without breaking stride, she replied
over her shoulder, “Well, he just thought he was so much smarter
than everyone else, you know? I mean, honestly. A chocolate point
Siamese. Can you imagine?”

When Mr. Freiberger responded with
another lengthy silence, she glanced back to find that he was
squinting at her as if the light in the gallery had suddenly gone
dim. Men, Lily thought with no small exasperation. They never did
understand cats.

She continued to lead him on their
journey, passing the receiving room, the sitting room, the living
room, and the atrium, then turned left into the east wing. For some
reason, there seemed to be a strange tension emanating from Mr.
Freiberger whose origin Lily couldn’t quite pinpoint. So, as
always, she fell back on meaningless chitchat to defuse the taut
mood.

“I know you drove here from
Philadelphia, Mr. Freiberger and work for Kimball Technologies. Are
you originally from the area?”

“Not Philadelphia, no,” he told her.
“Although I’ve worked and lived in the city for about five years
now, I grew up in Maryland, in a small town on Chesapeake Bay
called Harborside.”

She could tell by his tone of voice
that he carried a lot of fond memories of his upbringing. She also
noted that when he smiled the way he was smiling now, he was
almost… She sighed involuntarily. Well, he was almost, sort of,
kind of…handsome.

She began to walk again, but this time
strode side by side with Mr. Freiberger, instead of two paces ahead
of him, slowing their pace to one that was much more
leisurely.

“It sounds like a wonderful little
town,” she said.

“Yes, well, ‘little’ would be the
operative word,” he agreed, still grinning, still speaking warmly,
still almost handsome. “There’s not much there but oystermen. But
you’re right—it is wonderful.”

They entered the living quarters of
Ashling, but since they were still in mid-conversation—and since
Mr. Freiberger was still looking so almost handsome—Lily slowed
their pace even more as they approached Schuyler’s
office.

“You’re from a fishing—or, rather,
oystering—family then?” she asked, assuming the obvious.

Mr. Freiberger nodded, lifting a hand
to straighten his glasses as he replied, “Yes, my father and
brother both are oystermen.”

“Why didn’t you go into the business,
too?”

He shrugged. “There’s not a lot of that
kind of work left these days. Besides, I showed a proficiency for
other things. I wasn’t really suited to the family
business.”

She was about to ask him what kind of
other things he claimed proficiency in—and would he, if she asked
nicely, show her what they were—but by that time, they had cleared
the family room, library, and conservatory and stood by the door of
Schuyler’s private office. As Lily opened it and turned to gesture
Mr. Freiberger in ahead of her, she marveled again at the
incongruencies in the man.

The son of an oysterman. Yet he claimed
not to be suitable for that type of work. Strange, because he was
clearly in prime physical shape, certainly more than up to the
back-breaking labor such a job would require. Something about him
bespoke the great outdoors, too. His complexion was touched with a
golden tan, lines fanned out from the corners of his eyes, and his
lips were framed by deep slashes that might be genetic, but more
probably resulted from exposure to the elements. Certainly it was
evident that he spent more than a little time outdoors. Nothing
about him suggested the bookishness he projected.

Still, who was Lily to judge
appearances? Wasn’t she herself erroneously pegged on more
occasions than she cared to admit?

“Any files Mr. Kimball keeps for
professional reasons are all in here,” she said, once more shaking
off her odd preoccupation with Leonard Freiberger.

She entered Schuyler’s office behind
the bookkeeper and strode immediately to the massive mahogany desk
that sat before an even more massive Palladian window. Schuyler’s
personal files were all in here, as well, but there was little
chance Mr. Freiberger would be accessing those. Not just because
they had little to do with the business, but because they were all
protected by passwords and elaborate booby traps that baffled even
Schuyler himself from time to time.

“Some of them are on flash drive,” she
added, pulling open a drawer and extracting a few. “Most are on the
computer’s hard drive, and a few are filed the old-fashioned way—in
filing cabinets.” She smiled. “For all his technological savvy,
Schuyler still hasn’t made his environment completely paper-free.
He’s not very good with computers, I’m afraid.”

Leo nodded as he enjoyed another
leisurely study of Schuyler Kimball’s “social secretary,” noting
her slip at using her employer’s first name and wishing, for the
first time in his life, that he was an extremely rich man. Then
maybe he could afford a woman like the delectable Lily Rigby. Her
pale green eyes and now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t smile hinted at an
easily amused nature, her flawless ivory complexion and artfully
applied cosmetics suggested good breeding. Her black hair,
doubtless long and straight when freed, was wound up the back of
her head the way Kim Novak used to wear her hair in all those
Hitchcock films from the fifties and sixties—the kind of hairstyle
that always had a man’s fingers itching to loosen it.

As she leaned forward to boot up the
computer on the big desk that was obviously Kimball’s central
nervous system here at home, Leo took in the rest of her. Her brown
business suit was professional enough to pass muster at most
companies, but he didn’t encounter too many professional
women—hell, too many women, period—who filled out a corporate
uniform quite the way Lily Rigby did. Her straight skirt was just a
little too tight and a little too short, and her waist-length
jacket swung open over a top that was a little too snug and scooped
a little too low. A thin, silver chain encircling her neck hosted a
bright diamond, one that was a little too big for someone on a
social secretary’s salary.

Social
secretary, Leo repeated dubiously to
himself. Yeah, right. Mistress
was more like it. He’d learned enough about
Schuyler Kimball, playboy billionaire, to know the man would never
have a woman like this in his employ without sampling her personal
wares on a regular basis. Sure, the job title was a nice,
convenient cover, and giving her a regular paycheck for such a role
might make the arrangement more socially acceptable. But there was
no way Leo would ever believe the job description for Lily’s
position was anything other than sexual.

“I appreciate Mr. Kimball’s
accommodating me this way on such short notice,” he said,
reluctantly slipping back into Leonard mode.

She waved a hand as she typed a few
instructions into the computer. “Schuyler doesn’t even know you’re
here. He’s been in Bermuda since Thursday and isn’t expected back
until next week. Even if he was here, he never troubles himself
with this kind of thing. It would fall to me anyway.”

Which went a long way toward explaining
how someone was robbing him blind, Leo thought. Aloud, he only
said, “How much time does he spend here at the estate?”

“Not as much as he’d like,” she said as
she scanned the computer screen and typed in some more
instructions. “He travels quite a bit for the company, and even
more for his personal enjoyment. He has a half-dozen private
residences, all over the world. Between his work and his mood
swings, he could be anywhere on the planet at any given
time.”

“Don’t you have a hard time keeping
track of him?”

Evidently having concluded whatever
voodoo she had to complete to get the system up and working, Lily
straightened. Leo tried not to become suicidal over the fact that
when she did, her jacket draped down over the creamy swells of her
breasts again.

“We’re frequently in touch via the
phone or e-mail,” she said.

“Why don’t you travel with him?” Leo
asked. “Wouldn’t that make things easier?”

She turned and offered him a knowing
smile. “Well. I’m really needed here at home more than I am
wherever he is. Besides, I don’t want to cramp his style, do
I?”

Leo smiled back, a bit less knowingly.
“Don’t you? I’d think that would be part of your job description.
If not cramping Mr. Kimball’s style, then certainly organizing
it.”

She lifted her shoulders and let them
drop again, obviously unconcerned about that. “There are a lot of
women in Mr. Kimball’s life,” she said in as matter-of-fact a tone
as Leo had ever heard, surprising him. “They frequently travel with
him. And they often misunderstand my role in the scheme of things.
It gets a bit awkward.”

Wow, he thought. She was a really
understanding mistress if she let Kimball flaunt his other
girlfriends so blatantly in front of her. Just how much was the guy
paying her anyway? Then again, maybe a cool disposition was exactly
what a man looked for in a mistress, precisely so he could maintain
a variety of relationships. Well, a cool disposition outside the
bedroom anyway. Inside the bedroom, however…

Leo let his mind wander freely over
that for a moment, until the images parading through his head
became explicit enough that his baggy tweed trousers began to feel
less baggy. With a none too courteous nudge to his libido, he
returned his attention to the matter at hand. Unfortunately, that
meant he was looking at Lily, and those illicit ideas began to
creep right back into his brain.

“Naturally,” she continued easily as
she circled to the front of the desk, oblivious to his salacious
intentions for her, “I do travel with Mr. Kimball from time to
time. But he and I have both come to the conclusion that I’m
generally needed here at Ashling more than I’m needed with him on
his travels. I e-mail him his daily agenda, and, as I said, we
speak frequently on the phone. Modern technology has made jobs like
mine infinitely more manageable.”

Oh, Leo didn’t know about that. He
didn’t want Lily selling herself short. There was obviously a lot
to be said for her basic, not-so-technological talents. Or, at
least he assumed there was a lot to be said for those. Schuyler
Kimball was a connoisseur of only the finest things in life, after
all. And Lily Rigby was definitely one of those.

She might not be the brightest bulb on
the Christmas tree, he thought, thinking back on that whole cat
story she told him a few minutes ago. But a woman didn’t have to be
a rocket scientist to be good at her job. Unless, you know, she
happened to be a rocket scientist. That was beside the point. The
point was that there were some jobs where little things like, oh…
thinking… knowledge… a capacity for understanding …just weren’t a
major concern of employment.

“Well,” she said, “if there’s nothing
else you’ll be needing?”

He shook his head. “No. Thank you, Miss
Rigby. Everything I need is right here.”

“I have my cell on me at all times,”
she said, flipping open her jacket again to indicate the phone
fixed at her waist, bestowing upon him another glimpse of her less
technological—and extremely sensational—gifts. She gestured toward
the telephone on the desk. “If something comes up, just press
number one on the speed dial. That will connect you to me. If you
need me here for anything, wherever I am on the estate, I can be
here in ten minutes at the most.”

An unwanted realization quickly
materialized in Leo’s brain, and no amount of trying to tamp it
down would roust it. He already needed Lily. Only not quite the way
she was thinking. He bit back a frustrated sigh. This was just
perfect. The last thing he should be doing was indulging in
libidinous plans for one of Schuyler Kimball’s favorite playthings.
With any luck, he’d be able to wind up his business here at the
estate within a few days’ time, and then he could forget he ever
saw Lily.

Well, he could pretend to forget he
ever saw Lily, anyway.

He watched her go, inhaling deeply as
she passed by him because she just smelled so damned good. Like a
field full of exotic spices. That he wanted to wallow in. For a
long time. Naked. With one final, heart-stopping smile, she reached
back to close the door behind herself, then Leo was left alone in
Schuyler Kimball’s personal, private realm.

Immediately, he loosened his necktie,
as uncomfortable in the idiotic persona of Leonard Freiberger as he
was when he first ventured out on his relentless pursuit to find
the missing Kimball millions. He still couldn’t remember how he was
talked into submitting to this particular requirement of his
employment, this wearing of the geek. But there it was just the
same—Leo Friday, who once seriously considered pursuing a career as
a professional hockey player, who fought in Golden Gloves
competitions as an adolescent, whose nickname in high school was
Bloody Friday. He sighed with much gusto. Now he was lame Leonard
Freiberger. And a beautiful woman had seen him that way.

Dammit.

After shrugging out of his jacket, he
rolled his shirt sleeves to his elbows, then tossed his briefcase
onto the desk and unbuckled it. From inside, he withdrew a flash
drive of his own and set it next to the ones Lily had placed on the
desk. That done, he folded himself into Kimball’s comfy,
throne-like desk chair, wheeled himself over to the computer, and
went to work.

After months of virtually circling the
globe for the board of directors of Kimball Technologies, Leo had
uncovered nothing remarkable. Certainly, there were discrepancies
here and there in the records, a few things that didn’t add up. But
those instances weren’t anything he wouldn’t normally find within a
corporation the size of Kimball’s, and none was the result of any
criminal or fraudulent behavior. Certainly none added up to
anything resembling fifty million dollars. In most cases, they were
the result of human error. In one or two more, it was simply the
push of a wrong button.

Coming here to Kimball’s estate was a
last resort. Leo knew it. The board of directors knew it. If he
didn’t find anything here, then he was S.O.L. That was why he was
confident there was something here. That was why he suspected that
not only did Schuyler Kimball know about the missing funds, he was
doubtless responsible for them. Naturally, Leo voiced those very
suspicions to the board of directors the last time he met with
them, but they all shouted him down before he even finished
justifying his feelings.

It was impossible, they assured him,
that Kimball could be the one funneling the money elsewhere. Not
just because Schuyler Kimball was a complete tightwad who didn’t
spend money on anything other than himself, but because there was
no way he would filter money anywhere, unless it was into a
personal account. If the money were going into a personal account,
then why would he be so secretive about it? It was, for the most
part, his money.

Leo still didn’t have an answer to
that. But he intended to find one. There were all kinds of reasons
a man might keep a secret bank account, few of them legitimate or
ethical. Nevertheless, he’d been hired to find out what had
happened to fifty million dollars last fiscal year. And that was
what he would do. After that, whatever happened would be between
the board of directors and Schuyler Kimball. Frankly, it was none
of Leo’s concern who did what with Kimball’s money, so long as he
found it, as he had been hired to do.

Unfortunately, there were a lot of
people in the company who were doing what with Kimball’s money,
something that significantly hampered Leo’s search. Every office at
every outpost of Kimball Technologies claimed someone who had the
authority to okay the transfer or spending of funds. At least there
was always a ceiling on how much those people entrusted with money
could spend, but even at that, there was way too much room and
opportunity for error. And for doubt. And for theft.

So far, there was no one other than
Kimball whom Leo suspected of dabbling in a little creative
bookkeeping. Not that that ruled out the possibility that there
might be a thief at large. If it wasn’t Kimball doing the
funneling, then whoever was had no right, something that made the
perpetrator a sneaky, finkish little crook. If that was the case,
then there was a good chance the thief was someone right here at
the estate, right under Kimball’s nose. Leo rehearsed in his head
again what little he knew about the inhabitants of
Ashling.

There were scores of daily workers who
pretty much roamed freely about the estate and had both time and
opportunity to do a little hacking. There were doubtless regular
visitors—many of them Kimball’s colleagues and employees—who might
use their visiting time for a little recreational stealing.
Kimball’s mother and sister also lived here with him. Who knew what
kind of family dynamics—i.e., dysfunctions—were indigenous to the
Kimball s of Bucks County?

Too, as reluctant as he was to do it,
Leo had to keep Kimball’s social secretary, the delicious Lily
Rigby, under consideration. Maybe she wasn’t as quick as a brown
fox, but she was the mistress of a man who made women a
recreational sport. She might feel like a woman scorned and all
that. She might even have an accomplice up her sleeve—or under her
slip. Who knew what her real story was?

He made a mental note to find out more
about the personal lives of the people living and working at
Ashling. Then he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back to
watch in silence as row upon row of numbers appeared on the
computer screen in front of him. Somewhere in Schuyler Kimball’s
well-tended, high-tech, state-of-the-art, billionaire world, there
was a rat stealing millions of dollars worth of cheese. Even if it
took Leo the rest of the year to do it, he was going to find that
rat. Then, cool as a wheel of Edam, he was going to trap
it.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Lily was in the kitchen,
stealing a few moments to brew herself a much-needed cup of tea,
when she heard the scream. Not one of those run-of-the-mil,
oh-great-what-now kind of
screams, either. This was a truly horrific,
straight-from-the-darkest-part-of-the-soul scream.

And she muttered, “Oh, great. What
now?”

As usual, a second scream quickly
followed the first, and she rolled her eyes heavenward, giving her
tea bag a few more quick dips before withdrawing it from the cup to
squeeze out the excess with her fingers. As she licked those clean,
she used her other hand to add two teaspoons of sugar and a healthy
dose of milk to the brew. The third scream—right on schedule—came
just as she finished stirring, and she sighed wearily, knowing her
much needed cup of afternoon tea would be cold by the time she
returned. Again.

She took a moment to shrug back into
her suit jacket and tuck her feet back into her shoes, then made
her way toward the stairs at the back of the kitchen. Predictably,
a fourth—and hopefully final—scream serenaded her as she began her
ascent toward the back of the house where her own room was. Her
room, and Mrs. Puddleduck’s room, too.

Of course, Mrs. Puddleduck’s name
wasn’t really Mrs. Puddleduck. It was something else that only
sounded like Puddleduck, but Lily could never remember what it was.
At any rate, Schuyler hired the woman a few months ago—against
Lily’s recommendation to the contrary—to be Chloe’s nanny. Even
though, at fourteen, Chloe was a bit too old to have a nanny. Even
though what Chloe really needed was a companion of equal measure.
Like a rabid wolverine, for example. Or that masked butcher from
the “Halloween” movies. Or Hermann Goering. Someone along those
lines.

“Coming, Mrs. Puddleduck,” Lily called
out mildly as she topped the last stair that led to her and the
nanny’s quarters, hoping that would prevent another bout of
screaming.

Nevertheless, she hastened her stride
toward the other woman’s room. Which was good, because Mrs.
Puddleduck was opening her mouth for yet another bellow just as
Lily entered.

The apartment was nearly identical to
her own, painted a creamy shade of pale yellow, with ivory lace
curtains covering both of the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked
out on the garden behind the house. A huge, oval- shaped, hooked
floral rug spanned the entirety of the room, not quite obscuring
the honey-toned hardwood floor beneath. The furnishings were simple
but beautiful—a full bed with an embroidered ivory-on-ivory
coverlet, a dresser and bedside table, a rocking chair and armoire,
all crafted of exquisite bird’s-eye maple. The mid- afternoon sun
spilled through the windows to cast a warm, golden light over it
all, dappling the room with lacy shadows.

Yes, Lily noted with a fond smile, not
for the first time, this room at Ashling was pretty much exactly
like her own. Well, except for that small slimy… thing… surrounded
by a pool of clear, pungent… stuff … in the middle of the other
woman’s bed.

She approached it cautiously, striving
for a sympathetic smile at the quivering nanny, but there were
times when Lily found it difficult to be sympathetic toward the
other woman. She looked to be only in her fifties, but she dressed
and acted like a centenarian. A boring, stuffy, self-defeating
centenarian, at that, and not one of those eccentric, fun-loving
centenarians who jumped out of airplanes and drank whiskey and
called octogenarians “Sonnyboy” or something like that. Still, Lily
supposed no one was perfect. And who knew what kinds of things
lurked in Mrs. Puddleduck’s background? She might very well be the
way she was today because of episodes like this very
one.

Lily turned her attention back to the
bed—to the thing surrounded by stuff on the bed—and tried to
identify it. It did seem familiar somehow, but she couldn’t quite
place where she’d encountered such a thing before. She tilted her
head to one side to contemplate it from another angle just as
Leonard Freiberger, having evidently heard the screams, came
crashing into the room. She was amazed he was able to pinpoint the
source of the outburst from Schuyler’s office two floors and a
couple of hallways below. That showed real investigative talent.
She’d only known to come here herself because this sort of thing
had happened at least once a week since Chloe Sandusky came to live
with them. Who else could have been screaming but Mrs. Puddleduck?
The nanny du jour was always Chloe’s favorite target.

“Hello, Mr. Freiberger,”
Lily said as she turned to greet him, wondering if being exposed to
Chloe’s habits on his first day at work would prevent him from
returning tomorrow. She hoped not. She was reluctant to replace the
nanny, even though she and the other woman didn’t much agree on
anything, especially where Chloe was concerned. But Lily
really didn’t want to have
to replace Mr. Freiberger. She rather liked him.

“Miss Rigby,” he replied, his even
timbre of voice at odds with the expression of stark horror etched
on his face. “May I ask what all that screaming was
about?”

“Oh, by all means,” Lily told
him.

He hesitated for a moment, waiting for
her to explain, and when she didn’t, he added, “Uh, then… what was
all that screaming about?”

Lily sighed. “I’m afraid Mrs.
Puddleduck has been the victim of a little prank.”

“A little prank?” the nanny
repeated. “A little prank?
You call that… that… that thing on my bed a little prank? And
it’s Poddledock, not Puddleduck,” she added. “I wish you would
remember that.”

Her question directed Mr. Freiberger’s
attention to the bed, and his expression of stark horror was
immediately replaced by one of vague repugnance.

“What,” he said, pointing at the
offending item, “is that?”

With what she hoped was an encouraging
smile to both of them, Lily covered the remaining length of the
room and extended her hand toward the thing on the bed. Before she
could touch it, Mr. Freiberger moved in from behind her and caught
her hand deftly in his.

“Maybe you should let me,” he
said.

She noted then that he looked different
from the way he did earlier at the front door. He’d shed his
jacket, loosened his tie, and unbuttoned the top button of his
shirt. He’d also rolled his sleeves up to his elbows, and she
couldn’t help but notice that he had some very good musculature for
someone whose primary activity in life was pushing pencils. Even
with number two lead, a man must have to push an awful lot of them
to get muscles like that.

She also noticed he wasn’t wearing a
wedding ring, but that was really neither here nor
there.

More than his physical
appearance, however, something else was different—his entire
demeanor since this morning seemed to have gotten somehow… larger.
That was the only way Lily could describe it. Although she’d
already thought him tall and broad, suddenly he seemed even taller
and broader. He wasn’t slouching anymore, but there was more to his
expansion than that. He just seemed… larger. All over. More
self-assured. In every way. Just more. More than he was before. Lily
had to force herself not to take a step backward in an act of
self-preservation.

“It’s all right,” she told him, shaking
off the odd realization as she tipped her head toward the mess on
the bed. “I have a lot of experience with this kind of thing. I
know what I’m doing.”

She patted his hand with her free one,
trying to ignore the warmth and roughness of his skin, the kiss of
the coarse hair growing there. Then, very reluctantly, she removed
his hand from her own. Behind his glasses, his eyes narrowed, but
he all owed her to go forward alone, shrugging off his concern for
her welfare quite literally. Lily leaned over the bed and, without
an ounce of fear or concern, poked the small, slimy thing with her
finger.

“Oh, I know what this is,” she said as
a flashback from tenth grade biology class hit her square in the
head. It was the unmistakable aroma of formaldehyde that did it.
“This is…” She threw what she hoped was a heartening look over her
shoulder. “Well, to be precise, it’s part of a pig.”

“Uh, precisely which part?” Mr.
Freiberger asked.

She picked up the offending item
between thumb and forefinger, turning it first to the left, then to
the right. “I do believe it’s the spleen. In fact, I’m sure of it.
I recall dissecting one in high school. It was really quite a
fascinating experiment. I had no idea that a pig spleen was
actually capable of—”

A sound from behind—actually two
sounds: a gasp and a thump—halted Lily’s observation, because it
alerted her to the fact that Chloe’s nanny just fainted. She
replaced the pig part on the bed, then sighed as she spun
around.

“Oh, dear,” she said. Trying her best
to reassure the other woman, in spite of her lack of consciousness,
she added, “It’s only a biological organ, Mrs. Puddleduck. We all
have a spleen, after all. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Turning
to the bookkeeper, she added, “Mr. Freiberger, if you could look in
the bathroom there behind you, I think you’ll find some ammonia
capsules in the medicine cabinet. Would you fetch them,
please?”

He was gazing at her in much the same
way one might had a third eye emerged on her forehead, but he did
as she requested. When he returned, Lily asked him to see if he
could rouse the nanny while she washed her hands. By the time she
rejoined them, the other woman was coming around. Together, they
managed to bring her to a sitting position on the floor.

“Are you all right, Mrs. Puddleduck?”
Lily asked when the other woman’s pupils had returned to their
normal size. Well, sort of normal, anyway. Kind of. “Would you like
a cup of tea, or perhaps one of your muscle relaxers? I’ll be happy
to get you either one.”

Feebly, the other woman shook her head.
“What I would like, Lily, is two weeks’ severance pay and a damned
good reference from Mr. Kimball. And it’s Poddledock,” she added
with surprising force for someone who just regained full
consciousness.

That, of course, was what Lily was
afraid the other woman would want. In spite of that, she said, “You
knew the job was dangerous when you took it. I did warn you that
Chloe isn’t your average fourteen-year-old.”

“You told me Chloe was a handful,” the
nanny said. “You never mentioned she was prone to this kind of
mischief and mayhem.”

“Yes, well, I never said a handful of
what,” Lily offered halfheartedly.

Unfortunately, she knew the nanny’s
objections were perfectly well grounded. Lily was certain that,
deep down, Chloe Sandusky was a good kid. But the girl had indulged
in so much, well, mischief and mayhem, since coming to Ashling,
even Mother Teresa would have felt taxed.

In a last ditch effort, and with as
much cheerfulness as she could muster—which, granted, wasn’t
much—she pointed out, “Chloe’s actually quite a remarkable child. I
mean, think about it. This all shows real promise for a career in
veterinary medicine.”

“Or a career in serial killing,” Mr.
Freiberger added in a flat voice.

Lily threw him what she hoped was a
chastening look. “Wake up and smell the formaldehyde, Mr.
Freiberger. It’s clear Chloe performed the operation in a
controlled environment like biology class, and didn’t just take
advantage of a defenseless creature while skulking about the
farmlands with her friends, the Children of the Corn.”

In response to her assurance, he only
arched one eyebrow in silent query.

Lily lifted her chin smugly. “Chloe is
what some people would call a gifted child,” she began in the
girl’s defense.

“She’s what other people would call a
menace to society,” he countered, his gaze never
flinching.

Lily was about to speak again, but
before she could comment, Mrs. Puddleduck began to rouse herself.
She stood silently, wavered a bit, smoothed out her dress, wavered
a bit more, and then made her way to the closet with all the
imperiousness of a czarina. A czarina who was whacked on laudanum,
anyway. Without a word, she withdrew a suitcase from inside, opened
it on the floor, and began to jerk her clothes from the hangers
above. She didn’t bother to fold them, only tossed them one by one
into the suitcase at her feet.

Even though she knew it would probably
be pointless to try to make amends, Lily offered, “In light of
today’s, um, incident, I’m sure we could talk Mr. Kimball into
giving you a little bonus for your troubles.” She bit back a
derisive chuckle. Even Publisher’s Clearinghouse didn’t have enough
money to pay a nanny for Chloe Sandusky.

The other woman spun around and glared
at her. “No, thank you,” she bit out through gritted
teeth.

“How about if you just take a little
time to think about it, hmm?” Lily tried further. “A few days off?
Paid, naturally.”

But the nanny shook her head and went
back to her packing. “No, I think I’ll check into that prison
matron position I saw advertised in the paper last Sunday. That
should be an enormous improvement over this place.”

Lily sighed. “Well, you’d know what’s
best for your career.”

The other woman expelled a strangled
sound, but said nothing more.

“Truly, I wish you’d reconsider,” Lily
tried again. She didn’t relish the prospect of interviewing
potential nannies for Chloe. She might spend weeks trying to find
someone else, and she had a million other, more pressing, things to
do than search for an appropriate companion for Chloe. “Let me talk
to Mr. Kimball to see what kind of permanent future arrangements we
can make,” she said.

Mrs. Puddleduck hesitated in her
packing. “I’m assuming you mean permanent future financial
arrangements?”

“Of course,” Lily assured
her.

“Significant ones?”

“Well, you are already earning far more
than the average nanny. Let’s not get greedy.”

The other woman spun around and thrust
her fists upon her ample hips. “I am not greedy,” she said. “Chloe
isn’t a nanny’s typical charge. The girl is a menace.”

“But a gifted menace,” Lily reminded
her.

“Nevertheless, if Mr. Kimball wants me
to continue working with her, he’s going to have to make it worth
my while. Call it hazardous duty pay, if you want. Because that’s
exactly what it will be. That girl needs a drill instructor, not a
nanny.”

“I do appreciate all the work you’ve
put in with Chloe,” Lily said. “I know it hasn’t been
easy.”

That strangled sound erupted from the
nanny again, then she said, “You might want to tell that to Mr.
Kimball. And don’t forget to include the part about me deserving a
bonus. A big bonus.”

“I’ll do my best,” Lily told her, “but
you know how Mr. Kimball feels about bonuses.”

Mrs. Puddleduck’s expression pretty
much illustrated her feelings without a word spoken. Which was just
as well, because that kind of language really wasn’t appropriate
coming out of the mouth of a nanny.

Lily sighed. “I’ll see what I can do
about increasing your salary. And your bonus, as well,” she added
when she saw the other woman open her mouth to remind
her.

“I’ll give him one week to…you know…
see to my needs,” the nanny stated forcefully. Then she stared down
at her half-filled suitcase with what was obviously much regret. “I
need a drink,” she muttered. Before Lily had a chance to
object—happy hour didn’t begin until six o’clock, after all—the
other woman left the room.

Oh, well, she tried to console herself.
At least she managed to keep Mrs. Puddleduck from joining the ranks
of Chloe Sandusky’s former nannies—a place in dire need of a
twelve-step recovery program if ever there was one. She only prayed
she would be able to talk Schuyler into opening his tight fist long
enough to eke out a few more dollars per week for the
woman.

“What was that all about?”

Lily started at the question. Until Mr.
Freiberger uttered it, she’d forgotten he was there. Well, almost
forgotten, anyway. There was that small matter of his forearms
having totally consumed her thoughts. She turned to look at him,
only to find him standing with his weight rested on one foot, his
hands hooked loosely on his hips, his intense scrutiny warming
parts of her body that really had no business warming in polite
company. She also noticed that his forearms were still way too
sexy.

“That,” she said, “was just the latest
in a series of troubling developments here at Ashling.” “I see,” he
said. “Who exactly is Chloe? Other than a juvenile delinquent, I
mean?”

Lily supposed that if he were going to
be working at Ashling for any length of time, he was going to have
to be made aware of Chloe’s existence sooner or later. Doubtless,
there was some kind of OSHA regulation about such a thing. She
opened her mouth to explain, but the words didn’t quite make it out
because she was too busy studying the changes in Mr. Freiberger.
With his dweeby jacket gone and his ugly necktie all askew like
that, he looked quite fetching. His hair was rumpled in a way that
was almost sexy, as if some woman had been clutching great handfuls
of it in her fingers while he buried his head between
her—

Goodness, but that was an uncharacteristically lascivious thought she
was having. Lily’s eyes widened in shock as the graphic image
materialized in her brain, but no amount of coaxing would roust it.
She shook her head once to clear it, but unfortunately, the image
of Mr. Freiberger, um, doing that…to her…came bouncing right back
to the front of her brain. She made a mental note to have a date
with someone. Anyone. Soon.

“Chloe is Mr. Kimball’s ward,” she
said, telling herself she must have imagined the huskiness her
voice seemed to have suddenly adopted.

“His ward?” Mr. Freiberger echoed
doubtfully.

Lily wasn’t about to offer up specifics
of the arrangement to a total stranger, so she only reiterated,
“Yes, his ward.”

“What? You mean like Batman and
Robin?”

She narrowed her eyes at him in
confusion. “Batman and Robin?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Like Bruce Wayne’s
young ward, Dick Grayson?”

Lily shook her head. “No. To the best
of my knowledge, Mr. Kimball and Chloe have never donned Spandex
and fled from a secret underground entrance to Ashling in a
re-engineered Pontiac to rid Gotham City of its unsavory
elements.”

Mr. Freiberger offered her a look that
was less than tolerant. But he said nothing.

“Actually,” she told him, spurred by
his silence, “the situation is more like Jane Eyre.”

“Come again?”

“You know,” Lily went on, “the part
about Mr. Rochester’s ward being the offspring of a French opera
girl? Only with Chloe, her mother wasn’t a French opera girl. She
was a, ah, a cabaret dancer. But she was originally from
Versailles, Indiana, for what it’s worth.”

Mr. Freiberger’s eyebrows shot up at
that. “You mean she was a stripper?”

Lily suddenly wondered if she was due
for a manicure, and dropped her gaze to the backs of her hands.
“Yes, I believe that is, in fact, what they’re called in this
country.”

“So Chloe is Mr. Kimball’s illegitimate
daughter by a stripper from Indiana?”

Lily continued to study her left
cuticles. “Well, I never said that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I didn’t?”

“It was that Jane Eyre reference that
did it. Just because I’m a bookkeeper, Miss Rigby, doesn’t mean I
haven’t read books.”

She glanced up at that to find Mr.
Freiberger glaring at her. “I didn’t mean to imply—”

“Chloe’s secret is safe with me,” he
interrupted her. “If that’s what you were worried about. The last
thing a fourteen-year-old girl needs is to have talk like that
circulating about her.”

Actually, talk like that was the least
of Chloe’s worries. But there was no reason to tell Mr. Freiberger
about all that. “Thank you for your discretion,” she said
instead.

“How long has she been living
here?”

Lily couldn’t imagine why he would be
interested in such a thing, but she told him, “About a year and a
half now.”

He nodded slowly, and she got the
feeling it was because he was thinking hard about something.
Although she was reluctant to interrupt him, it suddenly occurred
to her that the two of them were alone in Mrs. Puddleduck’s room,
and his forearms really were quite sexy, and she hadn’t had a date
in quite some time, so it would probably be better for them to
retreat to their previous positions pronto, mainly because
Schuyler’s office and the kitchen were in two separate wings of the
house, and at the moment, Lily felt an intense need to be far away
from Mr. Freiberger Freiberger and his forearms.

So she said, “Would you like to come to
the kitchen for a cup of tea?”

Thankfully—at least, she tried to
convince herself that she was thankful for it—Mr. Freiberger
declined her invitation. “Thank you, Miss Rigby, but I really
should go back to my work. I was right in the middle of something
very interesting when I heard Mrs. Puddleduck scream.”

Lily nodded. “Some other time
then.”

He dipped his head forward a bit in
acknowledgment. “I think I’d like that.”

A whiff of formaldehyde reminded her
there was one last matter to which she needed to attend. After
glancing briefly over her shoulder, she said, “I’ll, ah, I’ll have
Mr. Tooley, the groundskeeper, see to the, um, the spleen. Perhaps
he could put it in the compost bin. I’ll need to order a new
mattress, as well.” Until then, the nanny could claim one of the
guest rooms.

“Disposing of the evidence?” Mr.
Freiberger asked. The look on his face suggested he was only
half-joking.

Lily expelled a restless breath. “Look,
I won’t lie to you. Chloe is more than a handful. But deep down,
she is a good kid. She’s just had some rough breaks, you
know?”

“What kind of rough breaks?”

Unwilling to divulge the particulars of
Chloe’s young life to a man she’d just met—even juvenile
delinquents were entitled to some privacy—Lily only said, “Let’s
just say she has a lot of issues to work out, shall we? Despite
what Mrs. Puddleduck said, Chloe’s not dangerous.”

If nothing else, Lily was
certain about that. Even after a life fraught with insecurity,
instability, and perhaps even abuse, Chloe Sandusky was, in
essence, a good kid. She was just crying out for attention, and, as
a gifted child—as an extremely
gifted child—she was simply more effective than
other kids at going about such a thing.

“I’ll hold you to that,” Mr. Freiberger
said.

Oh, goody, Lily thought. Then maybe
he’d hold her to himself.

She bit back a wistful sigh at the
thought and extended her arm toward the door, indicating he should
precede her. He smiled and mimicked her gesture, suggesting she
should go first instead. So Lily strode forward with the bookkeeper
right behind her. With no small effort, she somehow managed to keep
from following him when they parted ways at the foot of the stairs.
Instead, with a brief nod to his forearms—uh, to him—she returned
to her cold tea, and warm thoughts, in the kitchen
alone.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


At the foot of the stairs, Leo kept his
gaze trained on Lily until she was completely out of sight. Not so
much because he didn’t trust her, but because she had a way of
walking that a man just could not ignore. Yeah, a walk that could
start fights and stop traffic, no doubt about it. He just didn’t
see any reason to deny himself the pleasure of watching
her.

In that snug skirt and those
smoky stockings, she was, in a word, very
hot. Okay, so that was two words. One word
just wasn’t enough for a woman like that. A woman who, one minute,
was throwing looks his way that would outgun a flame-thrower, then
the next minute was unflinchingly inspecting a pig’s spleen, then
the next minute was coming to the defense of a young girl who
obviously had some serious problems. Issues, Lily had called them.
Felonies was probably more
like it.

Another thought struck him when he
recalled Lily’s revelation that Kimball’s young ward had been at
Ashling for a year and a half. That meant the industrious Chloe
came to live here right around the beginning of last fiscal year.
If Lily was to be believed—something on which Leo’s mental jury was
still definitely out—then the troubled Chloe was also a gifted
child.

He mulled that some more as he moved
his feet in the direction of Kimball’s office. Presuming the girl’s
gifts weren’t homicidal in nature, or spawned by a chemical
imbalance in the brain, then Kimball’s ward might warrant a bit of
investigation herself. Just what were they teaching kids in
computer science class these days anyway? Seeing as Leo hadn’t
uncovered much of anything else so far today, maybe he’d try a new
tack and see where it led him.

He made his way quickly back to
Kimball’s office—well, as quickly as he could, considering the fact
that Kimball’s house was roughly the size of Rhode Island—then
flipped open his phone and scrolled through his contacts until he
found the name of his buddy Eddie Dolan. Eddie was conveniently
connected to others in a way no one operating within the parameters
of the American justice system ought to ponder. Not the way he was
connected, and not the people he was connected to.

Eddie Dolan could find out anything
about anybody. For a hefty fee. Good thing Eddie owed Leo a big
favor. Normally, Eddie’s superiors charged five figures for his
services. Or a selected body part. Depending on one’s relationship
with the guy and his employers. Not to mention the size of one’s
debt.

The phone rang a good half dozen times
before being picked up at the other end, then a few more moments
passed before a gravelly voice muttered in greeting, “Whattaya
want?”

“Whoa, Eddie, have you been reading
Martha Stewart books again?” Leo asked. “Your telephone etiquette
has come a long way.”

There was another moment of
silence in which Leo envisioned Eddie squinting blearily at the
phone as he tried to figure out just where the hell he’d woken up
anyway. People who did their business during the hours when most
people—people who weren’t
involved in questionable lifestyles—were sleeping,
tended to be pretty sleepy and incoherent at… Leo glanced down at
his watch. Three o’clock in the afternoon.

Finally, Eddie’s voice sounded from the
other end of the line. “Leo?” he grumbled. “That you?”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Whattaya want?”

Leo chuckled. “I need some information
about some people.”

“What people?”

“Schuyler Kimball, his immediate
family, and the various and sundry persons he has working for him
at his estate.”

“Ooo, well, la-di-da,” the other man
replied with all the daintiness of a longshoreman. “And what is it
you want to know about His Highness, the King of Kimball and all
his royal subjects?”

“I’ll take whatever you can get,” Leo
told him.

“That means you want me to get all the
dirty, lowdown, under-the-rug stuff you couldn’t get on your own,
being the upright, forthright, do-right kinda guy you are.
Right?”

“Right.”

He heard the other man sigh heavily at
the other end. “Well, you know, Leo, that kinda information ain’t
easy to come by. I might hafta rough somebody up.”

“‘Rough somebody up’?” Leo
repeated dubiously. “You couldn’t rough somebody up if your life
depended on it. You always get roughed up yourself before you can
get your licks in.”

“It’s still gonna cost ya,” the other
man said, ignoring the remark. “I can give you the friends and
family rate, naturally, but it’s still gonna be
expensive.”

“Nuh-uh,” Leo said. “No way. You owe
me, pal. Big time. And I’m collecting.”

“I owe you?” Eddie asked, his voice
tinted with confusion. “For what?”

Leo smiled. Okay, so it had been seven
years ago. He was sure the incident was still quite fresh in
Eddie’s memory. It would only take two words to bring those
recollections to the fore. “Walla Walla,” he said.

At the other end of the line, there
erupted a feral growl of discontent. “Oh, man. You’re not gonna
bring that up again, are you?”

Leo expelled an incredulous sound.
“Again?” he echoed. “What do you mean again? I haven’t brought it
up since it happened. Hell, I wish I could forget it happened.
You’re the one who always wants to relive the incident every time
you cuddle up with Jack Daniels. And, yeah, you’re damned right I’m
going to bring it up,” he added, picking up steam. “I nearly got my
ass shot off that night. And for what? Because you couldn’t keep it
zipped.”

“Hey, Leo, she was a beautiful woman,”
Eddie pointed out.

“She was also a married
woman.”

“Yeah, well, we all have our little
idiosyncrasies.”

“Eddie,” Leo said, striving for
patience. “Being married to a mob boss is not an idiosyncrasy. It’s
a terminal condition, often fatal.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, so you’ve said.
About a million times.” He hesitated a telling moment before adding
in a voice rife with lasciviousness, “You know, she still call s me
sometimes.”

Leo shook his head. “Like I
said. Terminal. Fatal. You better watch yourself, pal.”

“Oh, sure,” Eddie replied. “At least
until I even things up between us, right?”

“Right.”

“Okay, fine,” the other man relented.
“Tell me what you need, and I’ll get back to you when I can. And
then we’ll be square, got it?”

“Got it. I need everything you can
find,” Leo told him frankly. “Everything on everybody.”

“Gotcha.”

“And call me on the cell or at home
when you get it, okay? I’m going to be out of the office for a
while.”

“No problem. Gimme a coupla three days
or so. I’ll be in touch.”

Leo dropped the phone receiver into its
cradle, then spun back around in his chair to face the computer. He
nearly leapt out of his seat, however, when he realized he wasn’t
alone in Kimball’s office. A tall, willowy, attractive brunette
with wide blue eyes had joined him at some point. She was wearing a
pale, whispery, flowered dress, dainty white gloves, a ridiculously
large straw hat, and a very suspicious expression.

“Uh…hi,” he said, wondering how long
she’d been standing there.

“Hello,” she responded in a voice that
was as pale and whispery as her dress. But she said nothing
more.

Leo arched his brows in silent inquiry,
and when she continued to remain silent, he asked, “Can I help you?
“

The woman shook her head, then turned
sideways, lifting her chin and closing her eyes to strike as
melodramatic a pose as was ever struck. “No. I’m afraid no one can
help me,” she told him. “But thank you for asking.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied
automatically.

She turned her head again and opened
one eye just enough to study him, with an intensity that made Leo
more than a little uncomfortable. All the while, she kept her
thoughts to herself, whatever they might be. He was struggling to
think of something to say himself, something that might either
generate conversation or, better still, make her go away, when she
finally lowered her head, opened her other eye, and parted her
lips, as if she were about to speak.

Another moment passed before she
finally asked, “Do you know what the word ‘didactic’
means?”

As questions went, it wasn’t one Leo
heard often, nor was it the traditional icebreaker for
conversation. Nevertheless, he answered, a bit cautiously, “It
generally describes something that offers instruction,
right?”

She expelled a sigh of clear
disappointment. “Yes, that’s right,” she answered sharply, as if
angry he was correct. Then, brightening some, she asked further,
“Can you spell it?”

Again, the question wasn’t exactly a
standard one for two people who just met, but he found himself
stating, without hesitation, “D-i-d-a-c-t-i-c?”

Her mouth formed a disgruntled moue.
“How about the word ‘quisling’?”

Leo gazed back at her in silence,
suddenly wanting to ask a few questions of his own. But all that
emerged when he spoke was, “You want the definition or the spelling
of ‘quisling’?”

Once again, she lifted her chin a
fraction. “Both,” she stated in a voice that suggested she didn’t
think he was up to either task. To emphasize that, she added in a
voice tinted with haughtiness, “If you think you can manage
it.”

Leo’s back went up at the challenge. As
if. “Okay. Quisling. Q-u-i-s-l-i-n-g. Noun. One who betrays his
country by aiding its hostile occupants.” Somehow, he managed to
refrain from sticking out his tongue and concluding with a snotty,
So there.

The woman narrowed her eyes at him
suspiciously. “What’s your IQ?” she asked warily.

Some of the snottiness crept out anyway
when Leo replied readily, “A hundred and forty-two. What’s
yours?”

Instead of answering his question, the
woman let her entire body go limp, and she expelled a very loud,
very rude, sound of disgust. “Terrific,” she muttered, rolling her
eyes heavenward. “Another one. Well that’s just fine.” Then she
spun around on her heel, and with pale, whispery sounds, strode
quickly out the door. She was some distance down the hall when Leo
heard her call out further, “Mother! There’s another one in the
house! Would you please talk to Schuyler about this?”

The sister, Leo realized. Jane Kimball.
He should have figured that out right off, as she bore a strong
physical resemblance to her brother. If rumors were to be believed,
she shared his eccentric behavior, as well. As far as Kimball’s
renowned super-genius intellect, however…Well, suffice it to say
that that particular matter was still in question.

Leo wondered again how much of his
conversation with Eddie she overheard, then decided she must have
come in on the tail end of things and missed out on the specifics.
Which was good. He didn’t want anything to prevent Eddie from
completing his search. If Leo’s experiences today were any
indication, the results would provide some kind of interesting
story, he was sure.

Shaking his head at what was promising
to be a very strange reality, Leo went back to work.

 


His day brightened considerably a
little later, when he heard a soft knock at the door. It was
followed by the appearance of Lily Rigby, who entered Kimball’s
office looking as cool and elegant—and as hot and sexy—as ever. She
was also, he noted with no small amount of distraction, carrying a
silver tray laden with all kinds of fragile china… tea
stuff.

“Four o’clock,” she said as she
entered. “Tea time. Would you care to join me, Mr. Freiberger? I
brought coffee, as well, if you’d prefer that instead. There’s more
than enough for two. I just think it makes the day so much more
enjoyable if one can take a little break from one’s work in the
afternoon, don’t you?”

Tea time, he repeated to himself. Now
there was an activity he’d indulged in exactly zero times in his
entire life. He eyed the delicate tea cups, rimmed in gold and
painted with red and yellow roses, and he wondered if he would have
to undergo hormone-replacement therapy if he picked one up in his
bare hand. Surely it was detrimental to a man’s testosterone to
come into contact with something like that.

In spite of his misgivings, however, he
replied, “I’d love to, Miss Rigby. A break would be very welcome.
Thank you for thinking about me.”

She smiled becomingly as she placed the
tray on Kimball’s desk and went about rearranging things more
conveniently. The little teacups sat on little saucers with little
spoons, and beside them were little plates hosting little
sandwiches and little cookies. It was all so… dainty, Leo thought,
squelching a vague shudder of distaste. He must really be consumed
by lust for Lily if he’d go to such extremes just to spend a little
time with her. And if this was the way he was behaving on day one,
God knew what he’d be reduced to in a week’s time. He’d probably
end up alongside her in the kitchen, cutting the crusts off those
little sandwiches and wearing an apron with cats on it.

“Coffee, definitely,” he said
adamantly, manfully.

She flinched a bit at his order, and he
realized he must have spoken more adamantly and manfully than was
necessary. Before he could explain or apologize, she finished
pouring and asked, “Would you care for cream or sugar?”

“No, just black,” he stated proudly for
the benefit of his testosterone.

When she extended the cup toward him,
he hesitated a moment before taking it, switching it from one hand
to the other as he tried to figure out how to hold the damned
thing. Ultimately, he set both cup and saucer down on the desk,
telling himself it needed to cool. Then he launched himself into a
much-needed stretch, arching his back and curling his arms upward,
flexing everything he needed to flex after spending hours in a
chair that was adjusted to the body specifications of someone
else.

Oh, man, that felt good.

Evidently, Lily thought so, too,
because as he completed the action, Leo heard her utter a sigh of
contentment much like his own. He snapped his gaze to her face when
she did, but her expression belied nothing of what she might be
thinking. Instead, she appeared to be even more indifferent than
usual as she lifted her cup to her lips for an idle sip, and he
figured he must have just imagined that soft sound of
satisfaction.

“So…” she began slowly when she lowered
the cup. “How’s the search coming? Have you found the problem you
were looking for?”

He shook his head. “Not even close. But
that’s not surprising. It could take several days. Possibly even
several weeks, depending on the state of Mr. Kimball’s
files.”

She sipped her tea again, then said
mildly, “Mr. Kimball’s files are a mess. You’ll be lucky if you can
find his sangria recipe in there.”

Leo smiled confidently. “Oh, I bet I
could find it.”

She smiled indulgently in return. “Oh,
I bet you couldn’t.”

He chuckled, then turned back to the
computer. In less than five minutes, he pulled up a screen. “One
three-liter box of cheap red burgundy,” he began. “One liter citrus
soda, one can frozen peach juice concentrate, juice from one jar
maraschino cherries—add cherries, too…”

Lily jumped up from where she’d perched
herself on the edge of the desk and rounded the big piece of
furniture until she stood behind Leo. “How did you find that?” she
demanded. “I’ve practically turned the computer upside down looking
for that recipe.”

He glanced over his shoulder at her and
grinned cockily. “Well, Miss Rigby, I’m just that good.”

The look she gave him in response
struck him as odd. For some reason, she seemed worried about
something. Certainly his comment could have been taken as sexually
suggestive—and, naturally, that was the way he had intended it—but
still. She didn’t have to look that anxious.

Her lips parted fractionally, as if she
were about to put voice to her concerns, but all she said was,
“Quick, print it up. I’m hosting my garden club next
weekend.”

He pushed the print button, and
immediately, the printer hummed with activity. Lily set her tea
down on Kimball’s desk and went to retrieve her prize, but her
expression, as she scanned the recipe, still seemed
worried.

“Is there a problem, Miss Rigby?” Leo
asked, curious about her reaction.

For a moment, he didn’t think she heard
him, then she jerked her head up and looked at him. “What? Oh. No,
no, there’s no problem at all.” Her face cleared of its clouds, and
she smiled, but somehow the gesture seemed forced. “I’m just trying
to remember if we have any maraschino cherries, that’s
all.”

Somehow, Leo doubted that was really
what was on her mind. What self-respecting billionaire would run
out of maraschino cherries? It was unheard of. No, he’d wager that
Lily’s apprehension came from something else that had nothing to do
with sangria.

“Can I—” he began.

“Have a cookie? Why certainly, Mr.
Freiberger,” she cut him off. She circled the desk again and
reached for the plate where someone had artfully arranged a
half-dozen different varieties of baked goods. “Mrs. Kaiser is
particularly proud of her springerlies,” she said as she extended
the plate toward Leo. “I’m sure you’ll love them.”

Hoo-kay, he thought. It didn’t take a
genius to figure out she wanted to change the subject. And speaking
of geniuses, that reminded him of something he wanted to ask her
about.

“So what’s the deal with Mr. Kimball’s
sister and IQs?” he asked as he closed the program housing the
billionaire’s sangria recipe and reached for a cookie.

Lily chuckled. “You’ve met Janey, have
you?”

He nodded. “A little while ago. She
gave me a spelling test.”

The secretary perched herself on the
edge of Kimball’s desk, a posture that resulted in the hem of her
already short skirt shrinking even more. Somehow, he suspected the
gesture was deliberate, that by revealing a little extra thigh,
Lily was hoping she might make him forget all about her reaction to
the sangria recipe.
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