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 CHAPTER
ONE

 


Grant Mitchell covered his head with a
down-filled pillow, desperately trying to silence the high-spirited
strains of La Cucaracha resounding through his
apartment.

Mitch should have known better than to let
Mrs. McGillicutty talk him into buying one of the musical doorbells
her grandson peddled.

A cop who worked nights didn’t need to wake
up to the joyful sounds of an oldie that didn’t come close to being
a goodie.

La Cucaracha kept playing so he flung
the useless pillow aside and checked the time on the bedside alarm
clock. Two forty-five. He’d been asleep for less than an hour.

Mitch considered ignoring the doorbell, but
his conscience wouldn’t allow it. Not when the next youngest tenant
in his Atlanta apartment building was a good forty years older than
he was and might need his help.

“I’m coming,” he
grumbled.

He switched on a light and pulled on the
pair of pajama bottoms he kept at the foot of the bed. He’d learned
fairly quickly it was best not to embarrass elderly sensibilities
by answering the door in plaid boxer shorts.

Expecting white hair and wrinkled skin, he
yanked open the door and saw what could have been his own
reflection.

Thick, dark hair springing back from a high
forehead. Blue eyes. A sloped nose that went a tad bit wayward
somewhere in the middle. A square jaw with clefted chin. A wide
mouth. All atop a six-foot frame.

“Lord, we’re a good-looking
pair,” his visitor said.

“Cary.” Mitch’s lips curled
upward in the same grin reflected on his identical twin brother’s
face. In a space of a heartbeat, he enfolded Cary in a hearty bear
hug, complete with appropriate male back slapping.

Cary drew back first. “I’ve missed you, big
brother.”

He was referring to the fact that Mitch was
older by a whopping three minutes. Their mother often joked that,
from birth, Cary had never done anything until he was good and
ready.

“I’ve missed you, too,”
Mitch said. Nearly six months had gone by since he’d seen his
brother, far too long in Mitch’s opinion. “But what are you doing
ringing my doorbell at almost three in the morning?”

The corner of Cary’s mouth lifted in the
crooked grin that Mitch also possessed. Except on Cary, it appeared
effortless and infinitely more charming. “Visiting?” he answered,
but it sounded like a question.

“You’re here for a visit,
at this hour of the morning, when I’ve been asking you to come see
me for months?”

“Then you won’t mind if I
stay a while.” Cary dragged an oversized suitcase into the
apartment and shut the door behind him before flashing a smile that
seemed forced.

Mitch stared at him, trying to figure out
what was going on. The face he saw was his, but, at the same time,
not his. They’d looked so much alike as children that relatives
couldn’t tell them apart until they figured out they were
mirror-image twins. Mitch, the right-hander, had hair that swirled
to the east and a tiny mole atop his right cheek. Cary, the
left-hander, had west-swirling hair and a mole on his opposite
cheek.

In adulthood, Mitch thought the differences
more pronounced. Cary’s usual expression was more carefree than his
own, probably because his brother wasn’t preoccupied with the
details of everyday life, such as keeping a job for more than six
months. But now Mitch spotted tiny, unfamiliar worry lines fanning
out from his brother’s eyes and mouth.

“You’re in trouble,” Mitch
said with sudden conviction. “That’s why you’re here.”

“You know me pretty well,
don’t you, bro? Is that an advantage to having an identical twin or
a disadvantage, do you think?”

Cary didn’t wait for an answer. He strolled
around the small apartment, whistling long and low as he looked
around.

The furniture in the room, though sturdy,
was as old-fashioned as the frilly moss-green curtains covering the
windows. From one of the lamps hung a fringed shade. The saying
“Policemen are your friends” was stitched in needlepoint inside an
ornate frame hanging above a quilt-covered plaid sofa.

“With this for a bachelor
pad, no wonder you don’t have a girl,” Cary said. “What do you call
this decorating style? Senior-citizen chic?”

Mitch felt the corners of his mouth head
south. “The old folks are always showing me how much they like
having a cop in the building. I couldn’t hurt Mrs. McGillicutty’s
feelings when she offered to help me fix it up.”

Cary kicked off his Italian loafers, tugged
the crease of his slacks up slightly at the knees and settled onto
a sofa that was a sea of plaid. “I hate to break this to you, bro,
but you should have.”

Mitch sank into a matching armchair across
from the sofa, rubbed his bleary eyes and waited. He had little
doubt Cary would soon confess his problem and ask for help in
solving it, because that’s what he always did. He didn’t usually
take so long in coming to the point.

Cary put his hands behind his neck and
leaned back against the sofa, a relaxed pose that struck Mitch as
more forced than natural. “I would have checked into a hotel and
come to see you in the morning but I’m short on cash.”

Mitch bit the inside of his lip to stop
himself from asking what else was new. “Why didn’t you wait until
morning to leave Charleston? It’s a six-hour drive. You must’ve
known you’d get here after I was asleep.”

“I thought it’d be best if
I left under the cover of darkness.”

Mitch’s stomach tightened. “Why do I have a
premonition I won’t like what you came here to tell me?”

“Because you won’t?” Cary
quipped.

“Just tell me what you did
this time.” Mitch shut his eyes as his mind whirred with
possibilities. Before his brother could answer, he voiced one of
them. “You didn’t sleep with your boss’s wife again, did
you?”

“Of course not.” Cary
sounded indignant. “And that’s not fair. How was I supposed to know
Mimi was married to the owner of the spa? She wasn’t even half his
age.”

“Why’d you get fired
then?”

“I didn’t get fired.” Cary
absently rubbed the elbow of his pitching arm, which had been
damaged in a car crash that changed his future. Instead of starring
in the major leagues, Cary was coordinating Charleston’s city-run
sports leagues and teaching clinics. “They seem to like me, not
that it means much. A trained monkey could do my job.”

“I’m not playing twenty
questions, Cary. Just spit it out.”

“I got on the wrong side of
this guy,” Cary said, still rubbing his elbow. “Flash Gordon’s his
name.”

“What is he? A
superhero?”

“An anti-hero is more like
it,” Cary said. “Flash Gordon’s a criminal.”

Mitch sat up ruler-straight. Cary could have
predicted the mention of crime would wipe away the last vestiges of
his brother’s fatigue.

“What kind of criminal?”
Mitch asked.

“A loan shark,” Cary said.
“And I’m pretty sure he’s laundering money through his bar and God
knows where else. He’s probably pimping and doing whatever else can
make him some easy money, too.”

Mitch’s eyes narrowed. “And you’re involved
with this guy how?”

“I owe him
money.”

“Why’s that?”

Cary kneaded his forehead while a trickle of
guilt dribbled through him. No matter how he broke the news, Mitch
would go ballistic. Especially after the foolish promise he’d made
to his brother the last time he got himself into a jam. “I placed a
bet that didn’t pan out.”

“Darnit, Cary.” Mitch
slapped the arm of his chair. Hard. Even though he was a cop, he
was too much of a Boy Scout to swear. About the worst thing he ever
did was swig milk straight from the carton. “Don’t you learn? The
last time I gave you money, you said you’d stop
gambling!”

“I tried, really I did,”
Cary said as the trickle of guilt widened to a stream. Hell. How
did Mitch do that to him? Nobody else could manage it. “But there
was a line on this pro basketball game that seemed like a
no-brainer, and—”

“How much?” Mitch
interrupted. His mouth had thinned, and his eyes were hard. “One
thousand? Two? Five?”

Cary raised his hand, palm up, over his
head. “Try twenty.”

“Twenty grand!” Mitch
sprang to his feet. “I don’t have that kind of money!”

Cary’s shoulders sagged. It was too much to
hope that his brother had come into serious money since the last
time Cary hit him up for a loan. “I’m not asking for twenty
grand.”

“How much are you asking
for?”

From the grim expression on his brother’s
face, Cary figured he better go for the minimum. “One grand.”

“Just one?” Mitch paced
from one end of the undersized living room to the other and back
again. “Where you going to get the other nineteen?”

“I’m not.”

“What do you mean, you’re
not? This Flash guy won’t forget you owe him big. He’ll hurt you if
you don’t pay.”

“Honestly, bro,” Cary said,
“sometimes I think you don’t pay attention. Why do you think I left
town under the cover of darkness?”

“You’re skipping out on the
debt?” Mitch’s voice was incredulous.

“It’s either that or get my
kneecaps busted.” Cary crossed one leg over the other. He thought
it best not to tell his brother that Flash Gordon wanted him to
break the legs of some of the other poor souls who were slow in
paying. Especially since he’d skipped town before his first
assignment. He patted his left knee. “I am rather fond of them.
Especially when I’m walking.”

Mitch stopped pacing and tapped his chin
with his fist. Cary relaxed slightly. He could see the wheels in
his brother’s brain turning as he calculated how much he could
afford to lend him. Finally, Mitch let out a long sigh.

“You have to go to the
Charleston authorities.”

Cary’s mouth dropped open. Mitch wasn’t
supposed to say that. He was supposed to say he’d get his
checkbook. “No way. No how. That’s the stupidest idea you’ve ever
had.”

“You said Flash Gordon’s a
criminal. Turn him in and your problems are over.”

“He is a criminal,
but I can’t prove that. Besides, if I go back, I could be the one
who ends up getting prosecuted.”

Mitch peered at him with the all-seeing eyes
of the cop he was.

“Just because we’re twins
doesn’t mean I have to tell you everything,” Cary said.

Mitch’s eyes narrowed further.

“Oh, all right,” Cary said.
“It’s no big deal. Just that the original debt was closer to thirty
thousand dollars, and I’ve been whittling it down.”

“How, exactly, have you
been doing that?”

“I have a second job
tending bar.” Cary paused, figuring there was no point in telling
his brother what kind of bar it was. He could only take so much
disapproval in one sitting.

“You made ten grand in two
months?” Mitch sounded suspicious.

“They do let me open the
cash register.”

“You stole the
money?” Mitch paced back to the chair and dropped into it,
extending his pajama-clad legs in front of him. He leaned his head
back. “Here I am in Atlanta upholding the law, and my twin’s in
Charleston breaking it.”

“It’s not as bad as it
sounds. The bar’s the same one Flash uses to launder money. Don’t
you think there’s poetic justice in paying back my debt with
Flash’s own money?”

“I can’t believe this.”
Mitch sat up. “I’m a cop. What do you expect me to say?”

“I just told you it was
dirty money.”

“It’s still
stealing!”

“It doesn’t count as
stealing when the money’s dirty.”

Mitch shook his head, disregarding that
truth. “Here’s what you’re gonna do. Drive back to Charleston and
replace that money.”

“Like hell I am.” The
unfamiliar rumbling inside him, Cary realized, was his temper
erupting. “For starters, I don’t have the money to replace. And
Flash is only giving me two weeks to come up with the rest. I have
a better idea, bro.”

“Let’s hear it.”

As quickly as Cary’s temper erupted, it
extinguished. If he approached this rationally, Mitch would have to
agree. “I’ll disappear for a while. That’s why I need the
cash.”

Mitch rested his hands on his knees and
leaned forward. “Let’s say I loan you the money, and you disappear.
In the meantime, what if this guy finds out you were stealing from
him? He could have a warrant issued for your arrest.”

“Do you mean I’d be a
fugitive?” Ugly thoughts ran through Cary’s mind. He saw himself
being pursued by Tommy Lee Jones. He pictured himself coming to the
edge of a dam and leaping. “Like Harrison Ford in that old
movie?”

“Harrison Ford was
innocent. You’re not.” Mitch had a point there.

“So what do you suggest?”
Cary asked.

“I already told you. Go
back and straighten this out.”

Cary’s gut clenched. “And I’ve told you I
can’t come up with twenty grand in two weeks.”

“You won’t have to,” Mitch
said. “I’ve got a plan.”

Cary didn’t like the sound of that. He
remembered hearing those exact words ten years ago when they’d been
eighteen. He asked Mitch to trade places with him long enough to
ace the SAT, but Mitch had a plan. It turned out he planned to help
Cary study.

“The police in Charleston want to
nab this guy, right?” Mitch asked.

“Well, yeah. I guess so. If
they could pin something on him.”

“Then deliver him to them.”
Mitch started to smile. “You spend the next two weeks gathering
evidence against Flash Gordon. Before he can collect on the debt,
you go to the police with what you know.”

“And what if Flash finds
out I was. . .” Cary paused, because he couldn’t bring himself to
say the word stealing when it was so obviously the wrong one, “. .
.rerouting the money. What then?”

“You deal. The authorities
will probably let you off with a slap on the wrist after you
deliver the bad guy.”

Usually, Mitch’s plans made at least a
modicum of sense. This one didn’t. “There’s just one problem with
your little plan.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not doing
it.”

Mitch threw up his hands. “You’ve got no
choice.”

“I choose to run as far
away from Flash Gordon as I can,” Cary said. Mitch looked about to
protest again, so Cary interrupted. “I’m not you, Mitch. I don’t
fight bad guys for a living. And I’m a lousy liar.”

“That’s a lie,” Mitch shot
back. “If you were a bad liar, you wouldn’t have gotten so many
women to believe you were in love with them.”

“I was in love with them at
the time,” Cary said, experiencing a pang of hurt. His own twin
didn’t understand he never deliberately set out to wound
anyone.

“Okay, then. If you’re such
a lousy liar, why did Mom believe you when you told her I threw the
baseball through the living-room window?”

“Honestly, Mitch. We were
twelve. And you could have told her you didn’t do it.” Cary sighed,
then shrugged. “I’ll admit I’ve told a lie or two in my time. But
this is different. I can’t do this.”

“You can’t walk away from
it either. A criminal charge could ruin your life. I can’t let you
do that.”

Mitch had a point. Cary had really gone and
done it. This time, his problem didn’t have an easy fix. There was
no teacher willing to raise his grade because he was a star
athlete. No father taking the blame for wrecking the family car
because he’d gone on a joy ride before he had a driver’s license.
No mother telling the principal he was at a doctor’s appointment so
he wouldn’t get in trouble for skipping school.

This time, there was only himself. He stared
across the room at his brother and the brainstorm hit him so hard
he almost keeled over. Because he wasn’t in this alone, after all.
He had Mitch.

Mitch, who was surely better suited for an
undercover assignment than Cary. Mitch, who had never refused him a
thing in his life. Mitch, who looked exactly like him.

The only person who might be able to tell
them apart was Peyton, his latest lady friend. But after what he’d
done last night, chances were she never wanted to see him
again.

“Hey, bro,” Cary said,
plastering on his most persuasive smile. “You ever hear of bait and
switch?”


 CHAPTER
TWO

 


Lieutenant Harold Snowden ripped the badge
from the breast pocket of Mitch’s police uniform. Mitch felt like
his boss had also torn out his heart.

“Get this turncoat out of
my sight,” the lieutenant bit out.

Two police guards with Popeye-sized biceps
hooked Mitch under the arms and pulled him toward a jail cell. His
heels dragged on the cheap linoleum floor.

“But I didn’t steal the
money!” Mitch cried. “All I did was try to help my
brother.”

The guards threw him in the cell and locked
it. Mitch scrambled to his feet, grabbing onto the vertical bars.
His brother leaned negligently against a nearby wall.

“Do something, Cary,” Mitch
implored.

“Can’t do anything, bro.”
Cary shrugged carelessly. “You should have known better than to
trust me.”

Alarm bells pealed in Mitch’s brain. Alarm
bells that had sounded far too late.

One of his eyes snapped open, then the
other. The prison cell disappeared. The bells continued to ring.
Groaning, Mitch reached out and hit the snooze button on the alarm
clock. Still, the ringing persisted.

He tried to sit up, but rolled to the middle
of the bed instead, feeling as though he were navigating the sea of
insanity. As his head cleared, he realized he was stuck in the
middle of Cary’s water bed and somebody was ringing Cary’s
doorbell.

What was it about him that encouraged others
to wake him out of a sound sleep?

Unlike when Cary came calling in Atlanta,
however, Mitch wasn’t expected to answer the door. Cary was.

Except Cary was safely ensconced in Atlanta,
thanks to Mitch’s grudging agreement to switch places and
straighten out his mess. Cary didn’t seem to appreciate that Mitch
was taking risks that involved his career as well as his kneecaps.
One misstep and Mitch would land in a jail cell. Then his career
would surely be over.

Mitch needed to focus on the positive side
of their agreement. As a concession, he’d gotten Cary to promise to
stop gambling. Granted, his brother had promised before. But this
time he seemed to mean it.

Besides, considering who could be on the
other side of Cary’s door, Mitch would much rather open it than
Cary. He was a cop. He could take care of himself.

Mitch executed a log roll that took him to
the edge of the waterbed, stuck out a bare leg and foraged for dry
ground. All the while, the doorbell kept buzzing. Then the pounding
started.

He pulled on jeans over his boxers and
tucked a handgun at the small of his back. He stepped into the
hallway, caught his toe on the edge of a skinny oriental rug and
lost his balance. He went sprawling, saving himself from falling by
slamming into the wall with a tremendous thud.

“Son of a gun,” he shouted.
He righted himself and thanked God the gun hadn’t gone off. Rubbing
his sore shoulder, he stalked the rest of the way to the door and
the infernal ringing.

He didn’t care if the person on the other
side was there to bust his kneecaps. He flung open the door.

“You unreliable
jerk!”

Standing on the doorstep of his brother’s
fancy Tradd Street sublet was the most desirable woman Mitch had
ever seen.

Her eyes were a smidgen too close together,
her nose a hair too long and her mouth a little too wide, but the
net effect slammed into him with a sensual punch. Her short blond
hair was cut in haphazard, fly-away layers that framed an oval face
with the highest cheekbones he’d ever seen. The eyes that glared up
at him were the color of Coca-Cola, which happened to be his
favorite beverage.

He wasn’t quite through admiring her figure,
which tended toward the very lushness he preferred, when she
thumped him once in the chest. Hard enough that he gasped.

“You are the biggest, most
irresponsible jerk I have ever had the displeasure to meet.” He
even liked her voice. If she sang, she’d be an alto. Maybe a tenor.
“I was stupid to believe you.”

“Uh, I’m sure you’re not
stupid,” Mitch stammered.

“How dare you disagree with
me after what you did.”

“What did I do?” Mitch
asked. Stupidly, he instantly realized.

Her full mouth narrowed in a thin line, and
her dark eyes flashed. “You’ve got a lot of nerve to ask that. Why,
oh why, did I ever get involved with you?”

“You’re involved with me?”
Mitch gaped at her. For an instant, he felt as though he’d won the
lottery. Cary teased him about his dearth of dates, but the reason
was because he seldom ran across a woman he wanted to ask out. For
this woman, though, he’d brave a minefield. Then the reality of
what was happening crashed down on his sleep-addled
mind.

This enchanting blonde wasn’t involved with
him. She was involved with Cary, who’d told him not much more than
twenty-four hours ago that he didn’t have a girlfriend.

Knowing Cary, of course, it was possible she
wasn’t his girlfriend. She could be the latest in the long string
of women he’d wronged.

“I swear, Cary
Mitchell—”

“Mitch,” he interrupted.
She was looking at him as though he were crazy, which he probably
was for agreeing to impersonate his brother in the first place. But
he wasn’t going through the next two weeks answering to a name that
wasn’t his. “Call me Mitch.”

“Mitch?” She shook her
head, and the strands of her short hair danced. “You’re saying you
want me to call you Mitch when I yell at you?”

Mitch couldn’t help smiling. Even spouting
venom, she was so darned cute. “I don’t want you to yell at me at
all. I want you to call me Mitch all the time.”

The space between her eyebrows narrowed.
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“You didn’t
ask.”

“You’re trying to distract
me.”

“No, I’m not,” Mitch
said.

Something that sounded like a horse
whinnying broke the morning quiet, and Mitch looked out in the
narrow street in front of the house. It was a horse
whinnying. A large horse that had a mate and was attached to a
small carriage loaded with tourists staring at them.

“Did you know,” Mitch said,
inclining his head toward the street, “that we have an
audience?”

She heaved a sigh that sounded long
suffering. It was then that Mitch noticed the white shirt she wore
with khaki shorts was imprinted with the logo “Dixieland Carriage
Tours.”

The blonde was the tour guide.

“When I spotted your car in
the driveway, I told them we were stopping here because this
building is a classic example of the French Huguenot style of architecture,” she said.

Mitch frowned. “Really? It looks like a
simple row house to me.”

“It is.” She all but hissed
at him. “See what you made me do.”

“Listen. . .” He was about to call
her by name when he realized he didn’t know what it was. As
spitting mad as she was, it would be unwise to try to pry any
information from her.

Cary would know what this was all about,
though. Cary, who was only a phone call away.

“Would you excuse me?”
Mitch asked.

“Excuse you? I’m in the
middle of yelling at you.”

“You can start again when I
come back. Promise. But there’s something I have to do.”

He tried to shut the door but she stilled it
with a hand and stomped into the house.

“You are doing something,”
she sputtered, looking more adorable by the second. “You’re being
yelled at by me.”

Mitch stifled a groan. How was he supposed
to get information out of Cary if she listened in on the
conversation? He started to head for the bedroom and his cell phone
when he remembered it was out of juice and he’d forgotten his
charger. His gaze ping-ponged around the house for the land
line.

“Where’s the phone?” he
asked before realizing why he shouldn’t.

With a puzzled nod, she indicated a phone
perched on an end table in the living room. He snatched it up,
relieved it had a cordless handset.

“Excuse me,” he said again,
then ducked into the half-bathroom in the hall and locked the
ornate door.

She immediately pounded on it. “You’re
acting strange even for you, Cary!”

He navigated the discarded clothes and
towels Cary had left scattered throughout the bathroom, sat down on
the closed wooden lid of the toilet and realized he didn’t know
Cary’s cell number by heart.

“Cary. Did you hear
me?”

“Mitch. Call me Mitch,” he
corrected absently as he hurriedly punched in the numbers of his
home telephone.

Even when he wasn’t impersonating Cary, he
never used his given name of Grant. Mitch liked the old-time actor
who’d been the source of their names. His mother’s sense of humor,
he could do without.

The blonde pounded louder. “What are you
doing in there?”

“I’ll be just a minute.”
Mitch listened to the phone ring at his Atlanta apartment, then
figured he better embellish his answer. “Nature calls.”

“You’re not calling nature
on that telephone,” she yelled back. “What do you think I am? An
idiot?”

“Of course I don’t think
you’re an idiot,” Mitch answered just as Cary picked up the
phone.

“I don’t think I am,
either,” Cary said. “But thanks for the vote of
confidence.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”
Mitch wondered how much the blonde could hear through the door.
“For you, I’d use stronger language. Like inconsiderate and
irresponsible.”

“What’d I do now? And why
are you whispering?”

“Come out of there this
instant,” the blonde demanded loudly.

“Who’s with you?” Cary
asked.

Mitch gritted his teeth to keep from
yelling. “That’s what I was going to ask you.”

“How would I know? I’m in
Atlanta, bro. I can’t see who’s yelling at you.”

“She’s yelling at
you. Except she doesn’t know I’m not you, and I don’t know
who she is.”

Three quick raps sounded on the door. Mitch
held the receiver out so his brother could identify the voice.
“This hiding in the bathroom won’t work,” the blonde yelled.

“Almost through,” Mitch
called back. He brought the receiver back to his ear and asked in a
soft voice, “Did you recognize her voice?”

“You’re hiding in the
bathroom?” Cary asked.

“Never mind that. I need to
know who this blonde is and why she’s yelling at me.”

“What’s she look
like?”

“She’s gorgeous. About five
feet six with short blonde hair and freckles.” Mitch thought. “Oh,
yeah. She drives a horse and carriage.”

“That has to be Peyton,
although I wouldn’t call her gorgeous.” Cary sounded thoughtful.
“Attractive, for sure. But not gorgeous.”

“Who exactly is Peyton to
you?”

“My girlfriend,” Cary
answered.

Mitch’s stomach fell so hard he thought it
would hit the floor. It couldn’t be. The delectable blonde couldn’t
belong to his brother.

“You said you didn’t have a
girlfriend,” Mitch protested. Cary especially hadn’t said he had a
girlfriend who looked like the embodiment of everything Mitch
wanted in a woman.

On the other end of the line, Cary grimaced.
He should have told Mitch about Peyton. Then again, he couldn’t be
expected to think of everything. The woman was so unpredictable, he
never knew what she’d do next. He’d guessed Splitsville, but there
she was in his home.

“I didn’t think I’d still
have a girlfriend after I failed to show up for dinner with the
Ayatollah and his Mrs. last night.”

“The Supreme Leader of
Iran?”

Cary laughed. “The Ayatollah McDowell. Her
father. He’s the city solicitor, which is what they call a district
attorney in Charleston. Peyton wanted me to make a good
impression.”

“No wonder she’s so
angry.”

“That’s my best guess,”
Cary said. In the background, he could hear more pounding. He had
to say one thing for Peyton. She would never drop dead of a heart
attack because she bottled up her emotions.

“She’s angry enough to
break up with you,” Mitch said.

Truth be told, Peyton wasn’t Cary’s type.
He’d approached her at a Charleston night spot about a month ago
mostly because she had a wild way of dancing. They’d break up
eventually, but Cary wasn’t ready for that to happen. For one
thing, Peyton was oddly appealing. For another, he’d yet to
discover if that wild part of her nature played out in bed.

He wasn’t at all sure his big brother could
make things right in Charleston. But if Mitch managed the
improbable, it’d be nice to have something worthwhile to return
to.

“Can you talk her out of
it?” Cary asked.

“How am I supposed to do
that?”

He thought of Betty Lou Sorenson, a high
school girlfriend who’d caught him making out with Anna somebody or
other the summer before their senior year. Betty Lou had been ready
to rake her nails down his face until Mitch soothed the savage
beast with talk of teenage boys and hormones gone haywire.

“You’ve done it before,”
Cary said. “You can do it again.”

Silence filled the other end of the phone
before Mitch broke it. “She means that much to you?”

She didn’t, not really. But if he admitted
the truth to Mitch, Peyton was as good as gone from his life. And
he didn’t want to lose her. Not yet, anyway. He made his voice
sound pitiful. “Please, Mitch. Do it for me.”

Mitch didn’t answer, which meant Cary would once
again get his way. His brother was being such a good sport about
everything that, for an instant, Cary considered telling him he had
no intention of remaining in Atlanta. He might have if he weren’t
sure Mitch would dream up some reason Cary should stay put. Some
reason sure to fill Cary with guilt.

Cary could hear more pounding on the
bathroom door in the Charleston he’d left behind.

“Sounds like you’ve gotta
go, bro,” Cary said. “You’re the best, you know that?”

He hung up without waiting for an answer,
walked purposefully to the door and picked up his suitcase. He had
a fleeting thought of Mitch and the mess he’d left him to deal with
before he dismissed it and walked out the door.

His brother could handle whatever was thrown
at him. It wasn’t as though Cary were abandoning Mitch. He’d call
him in a couple of days. Whenever he got to where he was going.


 CHAPTER THREE

 


Peyton McDowell stared at the locked door,
willing her temper to cool and trying to get her breathing back
under control.

Her parents would be mortified if they knew
she’d been huffing, puffing and trying to blow the bathroom door
down. They’d drilled into her every day of her life that she had an
image to uphold.

Her doting parents, who loved her all the
more because they couldn’t have other children, only asked that she
take her rightful place in Charleston society. They’d sent her to
the city’s most exclusive school for girls, groomed her into a
debutante and given her everything she wanted.

Their fondest dream was that she one day
marry a man with a Charleston lineage as illustrious as their own
two-hundred-year legacy.

Yet here she was, acting out of control in
the home of somebody her parents would deem most inappropriate.
Especially in light of what he’d done last night.

Heck, she’d known he was unsuitable herself
from the moment she’d met him. But he’d been fun and good-looking
and outrageously flirtatious, all of the things the suitable men of
Charleston were not.

She’d never imagined, not for a second, that
the relationship would last. She didn’t even want it to. She simply
yearned to have a little fun with someone less stuffy than the
taxidermy specials her parents were always thrusting at her.

Except dating Cary had ceased to be fun.

Expelling a long breath, she turned and
walked away just as she heard the bathroom door open. She lifted
her chin in the regal manner her mother had taught her and kept
moving.

“Peyton, wait.”

“Why should I?” she tossed
over her shoulder. “I don’t know why I got involved with you in the
first place. You’re egotistical, arrogant and
inconsiderate.”

“Give me a chance to
explain.” Footsteps sounded behind her.

She paused, curious as to what he would say.
It wasn’t as though she’d been dying for him to meet her parents.
It was way too early in their relationship for that. But when
they’d gotten past date four, her mother had insisted on inviting
him to dinner. He shouldn’t have accepted if he were going to stand
up the whole family.

She stood, waiting.

“I’d rather not explain to
your back,” he said.

She slowly turned around, which was a
mistake. One of the things that had attracted her to Cary was his
appearance. He looked far better today than he ever had.

His dark hair was mussed instead of
perfectly groomed and his blue eyes seemed softer, like the sky on
a hazy day. She’d never seen him anything other than perfectly
shaved, and she liked the slightly rumpled air the stubble on his
lower face lent him. Even his mouth seemed different: gentler, more
sensuous.

But it was his bare chest that commanded
most of her attention. Cary Mitchell’s upper torso looked as though
it were fit for a god. Light brown hair sparsely covered a broad,
muscular roadmap of perfection. She had the insane desire to
swoon.

She pursed her lips so she wouldn’t ask him
for a bucket of water to toss over her head. How odd. She’d never
reacted this way to him before. Was it because this was the first
time she’d seen him shirtless?

She heard a honking sound in the background,
but she couldn’t quite place where it was coming from.

“That’s better.” He smiled
at her. Funny how that smile had never quite seemed to reach his
eyes before now. She steeled herself against him, recalling the
embarrassment he’d caused her the night before.

“Don’t bother explaining.
Absolutely nothing you say will matter.” Peyton managed to glare at
him. “We’re through.”

Even though he’d predicted this moments ago
on the phone to his brother, Mitch wasn’t ready for it. How could
they be through when he’d just found her? Not that he would let
himself, even for a single second, think of his brother’s girl as
his own.

“Breaking up with me is a
bad idea.” He tried to come up with a reason why. For Cary’s sake.
“You wouldn’t have gone out with me in the first place if you
wanted to break up with me.”

She put her hands on her sweetly rounded
hips. “That’s nuts.”

Okay. Bad reason. He tried to think of
another one, but it was difficult considering all the honking
coming from the street. Ah, what the heck. If Peyton were his girl
and he was in danger of losing her, he’d go straight to
begging.

“I’m sorry,” he
said.

“You’re sorry?” Peyton
blinked her big, soda-pop eyes. “I thought apologizing went against
your grain. Aren’t you always saying what’s done is
done?”

She was right. Cary did say that.

“I am,” Mitch agreed. “But, in this
case, it was done poorly.”

“You’re not making sense.”
She didn’t know the half of it.

“That’s because you haven’t
let me explain,” he said.

“How can you possibly
explain blowing off dinner with my parents? You must have guessed
how humiliating it would be for me.”

Mitch took a breath, relieved he could at
least utter one sentence that was true. “I’d never deliberately
hurt you.”

She gazed at him, and he knew she was
wondering how much she could believe. He didn’t blame her. Cary
meant well, but he had a habit of spinning a situation to suit his
own purposes. It wasn’t lying, exactly, but neither was it the
truth.

“Then why didn’t you show
up for dinner last night?” she asked.

He hesitated, not wanting to lie to her, and
saw resignation fall over her face. “There was this guy in a
harness dangling over the bridge,” he blurted out.

“The Cooper River Bridge?”
She named the enormous span that connected peninsular Charleston to
Mount Pleasant. He’d been referring to a bridge in Atlanta but
nodded anyway. The time and place might not be true, but the story
was.

“He was up there smoking
cigarettes, drinking whiskey, singing old Janis Joplin songs.”
Mitch snapped his fingers. “Oh. And eating Ho Hos.”

“Ho Hos?”

“Those little chocolate
cakes with the creamy white centers. He said they were delicious.”
Mitch scratched his chin. “Although I never did figure out what Ho
Hos had to do with Janis Joplin.”



“You talked to him?” she
asked. Wariness had replaced the resignation.

“Sure. He was tying up
traffic. I was trying to get him to come down.”

“You were trying to talk
the drunk down?” Her eyebrows lifted, and he realized his mistake.
As a cop, Mitch talked to nuts holding up rush-hour traffic. Cary
didn’t. “Why would you of all people be doing
that?”

Good question. He made up an answer.
“Because I was in front of the line of cars?” Judging by her
expression, the answer wasn’t good enough. “And he liked me. I told
him I believed he was Bobby McGee.”

“Who’s Bobby
McGee?”

“You know. From the Janis Joplin
song.” He was no singer but attempted to put melody to a couple of
lines. “Bobby McGee used to make her feel good when he sang the
blues.”

“And making Bobby feel
better took all night?” Her voice was steeped in suspicion. “You
couldn’t break away long enough to call me?”

“Bobby had a knife. I was
afraid he’d cut himself loose.”

She scrunched up her nose. She even looked a
tad sympathetic, which filled Mitch with fresh guilt. “What
happened next?”

“The police sneaked a cable
onto his rope and lowered him to the ground. Turned out he was
depressed over Janis dying.”

“Janis Joplin died like
forty years ago.”

“Yeah, well, he didn’t know
that. He hadn’t been a fan for long.”

She grew silent, which made the incessant
honking seem louder. She rose her voice to be heard above the
cacophony. “Why didn’t you call and explain?”

A few of her blonde hairs were close to
falling in her eye. He reached out and brushed back the strands,
enjoying their silky texture. “It was late by the time I got to a
phone,” he said. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

She bit her full lower lip, an action he
couldn’t fully appreciate because of the continued honking.

“Why wasn’t this in the
newspaper?” she asked.

Another excellent question. Too bad he’d run
out of his supply of plausible answers. “Reporters can’t be
everywhere?”

Her expression hardened and she took a step
backward, breaking the contact. “Yeah, right. At least it was more
entertaining than your other excuses.”

“See, I’m improving.” Mitch
latched on to the positive and ran with it. “Don’t do this to us,
Peyton. Give us another chance.” Her expression wavered, so he went
for the trump card. “Please.”

She shook her head as she gazed at him, but
the flintiness had gone out of her eyes. “I shouldn’t.”

He reached across the chasm and captured her
hand, lazily drawing circles on her palm. “But you’re going to
anyway,” he said, hoping he was right.

She considered their linked hands. For one
awful moment, he thought she’d yank her hand from his. Then she
raised her head, and he saw the resignation in her face even before
she nodded. He smiled. She shook the index finger of her free hand
at him.

“One more chance. That’s
all. The ball starts tonight at eight o’clock sharp. You better be
at my door fifteen minutes before then.”

“The ball?” he
repeated.

“The Charleston League of
Historic Preservation ball. Don’t tell me you forgot.”

“Of course not,” he said.
“I’ll be at your place in plenty of time.”

He moved marginally closer to her. Her lips
were so darn delectable he wanted to kiss them even though he knew
he shouldn’t. She was Cary’s girl, not his.

She gazed at him with huge eyes. “Do you
promise?”

“I promise.” He told
himself to move away. Instead, he edged closer. She smelled sweet,
like honeysuckle. He wondered what honeysuckle would taste
like.

“I shouldn’t believe you,
but I do,” she said in a soft voice. Or, at least that’s what he
thought she said over the honking.

His traitorous body was about to ignore the
warning his mind was issuing when the doorbell rang, adding to the
racket. Reluctantly he straightened, placing two fingers to her
lips for a brief touch before he let go of her hand. Moments later,
he opened the door.

A middle-aged woman with a broad-brimmed hat
who couldn’t be anything other than a tourist stood on the stoop.
She gestured at the one-lane street. The horses hadn’t budged, but
behind them was a row of cars worthy of a rush-hour traffic
jam.

“We got a situation here,”
the tourist said.

“Jiminy,” Peyton exclaimed
and sprinted for the road.

Mitch stepped onto the small porch and
darned if he wasn’t admiring the sway of her hips as she ran.

A short time later, he stood in front of the
refrigerator where Cary had posted his work schedule for his dual
jobs.

The eleven-to-seven shift at the parks and
recreation department wouldn’t prevent Mitch from keeping his
promise to Peyton to escort her to the ball. However, he hadn’t
counted on bartending duty beginning at nine-thirty.

He groaned.

He’d have to leave the ball early, if he
managed to get there with Peyton in tow. Considering he didn’t know
where she lived, that was questionable.


 CHAPTER FOUR

 


Mitch stared across the net at a sight bound
to cause lasting nightmares.

A half dozen children in shorts, T-shirts
and tennis shoes stared back. The eldest, who was no more than six
years old, wore an image of a purple dinosaur on her shirt. The
youngest, who’d held up four fingers when Mitch asked her age,
carried a racket almost as tall as she was.

Mitch liked kids. A lot. Except when they
were waiting for him to instruct them on the finer points of
tennis, a game he’d played only once or twice in his life. A long,
long time ago.

The ball-hopper at his feet was filled with
dozens of fuzzy yellow tennis balls. Bending, he picked one up. As
a cop, he’d faced gunfire from criminals. How hard could it be to
feed balls to kids?

“Everybody in one line,” he
ordered in his best authoritative, cop’s voice. The children
shuffled obediently into place. “Okay. Get ready.”

He cocked his arm in a windup. One little
boy disengaged from the group and puttered to the net. Mitch held
onto the tennis ball. The boy’s eyes were as big as a doe’s. He
scuffed a sneaker-clad foot.

“Mister,” he said, “you’re
s’posed to use a racket.”

He was? Mitch had no doubt he could whack
balls with the racket, but he couldn’t vouch for his aim.
Considering he’d probably wind up beaning a kid, using a racket
wasn’t a good idea.

“I’m trying a new way
today, sport. How ‘bout getting back in line?”

“Dick,” the little boy said
crossly, his mouth a straight line.

Mitch blanched. Had the kid actually sworn
at him? “What did you say?”

“Dick,” the little boy
repeated, louder this time. “You promised to ’member our names. My
name’s Richard, but everyone calls me Dick.”

Sweat broke out on Mitch’s forehead. Cary
had claimed a trained monkey could do his parks and rec job. If
only one were handy.

“I’m sorry, Dick. I won’t
forget again.”

The boy gave him an unhappy look and ambled
back in line. Mitch chucked the first ball to Dick’s racket side. A
swing and a miss. Strike one.

He checked his watch. Twenty-five minutes
left in the half-hour lesson. This was going to be interminable. If
the kids didn’t boo him off court before time was up.

 


 


 


THE TWO-STORY BRICK mansion where Peyton
lived with her parents was located in Charleston’s prestigious
historic area south of Broad Street. On the quiet side of Murray
Boulevard, the grand house with its elaborate molding and
double-tiered porch overlooked sailboat-dotted Charleston
Harbor.

Mitch approached the house, which was
probably a classic example of some sort or architecture or other,
feeling good about the way things were going.

He’d spent the entire day living as Cary,
and so far nobody was the wiser. Admittedly, he hadn’t covered
himself in glory during the Tennis for Tots class. And, sure, he’d
needed to tell Cary’s rec department co-workers he was suffering
from the effects of a late night to explain his ineptitude.

But he’d figured out where Peyton lived with
relative ease by tailing her home after work when he hadn’t been
able to reach Cary to ask him her address. He’d also found an
elegant tuxedo in his brother’s closet. A shock considering the
state of Cary’s finances, but at least Mitch didn’t have to rent
one.

Yeah, Mitch thought as he rang the doorbell,
things were definitely looking up.

The salty breeze off the Charleston Harbor
blew through his hair and the bouquet of lilies he’d brought for
Peyton. As he waited, he admired his ritzy surroundings. It was a
bit disconcerting that Peyton still lived in her childhood home,
but who could blame her for continuing to enjoy the high life?

The door started to swing open. Mitch
smiled, anticipating the sight of Peyton dressed for the ball.

A tall, broad man he assumed was her father
filled the door frame, his posture so erect it put a ruler to
shame. Mitch remembered Cary saying he was a solicitor, but he
seemed more like a military man. Mitch resisted the urge to
salute.

“What do you want?” the man
asked gruffly.

“Hello, Mr. McDowell.”
Mitch held out his hand. “I’m Cary Mitchell, but you can call me
Mitch.”

The man’s gaze swept Mitch up and down. His
brown eyes narrowed. He neither smiled nor took Mitch’s hand.

“So you’re the smooth
operator who stood up my daughter last night?” His unfriendly
Southern drawl had the ring of aristocracy, as did the white bowtie
and white waistcoat he wore with an elegantly cut black dress coat.
Mitch dropped his hand.

“If we were better
acquainted, you’d know I’m about as smooth as a gravel road.” Mitch
tried a smile Mr. McDowell didn’t return. Suspicion lurked in his
flinty eyes. “Okay, maybe I am smoother than gravel. Would you
believe asphalt?”

“Who is that at the door,
dear?”

A petite woman with frosted blonde hair
appeared at the man’s side. She was immaculately decked out in a
shimmering gold gown that probably cost as much as Mitch made in a
week. Peyton’s mother, Mitch presumed.

“Some joker comparing
himself to highway surfaces,” Mr. McDowell said.

“How charming.” The woman
beamed at Mitch, showing teeth so blindingly white Mitch almost
shielded his eyes to protect his corneas. “Are those flowers for
me? I absolutely adore lilies.”

“Then I guessed right, Mrs. McDowell.” Mitch held out the bouquet.
“I’m Cary Mitchell. The flowers are an apology for last night.
Something came up and I couldn’t get to a phone. I hope you’ll
forgive me.”

She brought the flowers to her face, sniffed
and sighed. “Of course I will, Cary dear.”

“Please call me
Mitch.”

“Certainly,” she said, “and
you can call me Amelia.”

“Call me sir,” Peyton’s
father intoned.

Amelia McDowell smiled at her husband as
though he’d told Mitch to call him lucky to make his acquaintance.
She cocked her expertly coifed head and peered around Mitch’s
shoulder at the red Miata parked at the curb. “Where’s Peyton?”

“Isn’t she inside the
house?” Mitch asked.

Mr. McDowell frowned. “Why would she
be?”

Mitch swallowed a groan. That could only
mean Peyton didn’t live with her parents, after all.

He’d never been good at improvisation, but
gave it a shot. “I thought she was meeting me here.”

“Asphalt, schmasphalt,” Mr.
McDowell growled. “First you stand her up. Then you don’t pick her
up. You’re no smoother than cobblestone.”

Mrs. McDowell — Amelia — laid a delicate
hand on Mitch’s arm. “You were supposed to meet Peyton here last
night, dear. Not tonight.”

“Then you can see why I got
confused.” Mitch’s jaw was starting to hurt from keeping his smile
in place. He didn’t get mixed up about dates and times. Ever. But
then he typically knew where his dates lived.

“Perhaps you’d better go
collect her,” Amelia said helpfully.

As far as advice went, it wasn’t bad. Mitch
probably had time to drive to Peyton’s place and get her to the
ball by eight. The snag was that he still didn’t know where Peyton
lived.

“I’m afraid we might miss
each other if I did that.” He tried to ignore the way Mr. McDowell
continued to scowl at him. If Cary had never met the McDowells, why
the chilly reception? “How ’bout I follow you to the ball and catch
up with her there?”

Mr. McDowell turned to his wife, whispering
something that sounded like, “Do we have to let him, Magnolia
Blossom?”

Amelia acted as though she hadn’t heard her
husband. She offered Mitch her arm. “That sounds like a grand plan,
Mitch dear.’

They walked to the curb ahead of Peyton’s
father with Mr. McDowell’s eyes searing holes in Mitch’s back.

 


 


 


PEYTON GATHERED UP the long skirt of her
lacy evening gown, swung her smoothly shaven legs out of the car,
stood on her fashionable Ferragamo shoes and slammed the door with
all her might.

Anger pumped through her veins along with
the Charleston blue blood her parents constantly reminded her that
she had. She couldn’t decide who deserved her anger more. Herself
or Cary. . . er, Mitch, as though that made any sense.

Probably herself, she thought as she stamped
up the sidewalk to elegant Hibernian Hall. In the month she’d known
him, he’d never been anything but completely irresponsible. He was
one of those men who didn’t bother with the details of life, opting
to get by on charm and good looks. Worse, she’d let him.

Instead of dumping him yesterday, she’d
allowed her red-hot fury to burn down to cinders while he spun his
ridiculous yarn about the bridge and Bobby McGee.

He’d looked so worried she wouldn’t believe
him that she’d let him bamboozle her into giving him another
chance. So thoroughly duped was she that she’d actually believed
he’d turn up on time to escort her to the ball.

She needed one of those support groups for
family and friends of flawed individuals. Like Al-Anon. Only he was
a charmaholic instead of an alcoholic.

Enough was enough. The next time she saw
him, she was telling him they were through.

The tops of her high heels bit into the
soles of her feet, and she realized she was stamping. She moved
through the iron gates that bracketed the hall, consciously slowing
her steps. How many times had her parents drilled into her that
appearances were everything? It wouldn’t do for her to barge into
Charleston’s classiest ballroom red-faced with anger.

“Peyton McDowell, you have
never looked lovelier.”

At the sound of the man’s voice behind her, Peyton whirled, then
relaxed. G. Gaston Gibbs III strolled through the iron gates,
wearing a charming smile and a designer tuxedo. Growing up, Peyton
had distrusted Gaston’s smooth tongue, but her opinion of him had
changed drastically when she became a volunteer at the Charleston
League of Historic Preservation.

“Why, thank you for the
compliment.” She affected a slight curtsy.

“You’re just the woman I
was hoping to run into.”

Peyton didn’t miss a beat. “Please say
that’s because you’re buying that historically significant property
on Smith Street?”

Gaston chuckled and closed the distance between
them. He was the picture of a Charleston aristocrat, with fair hair
and a slim build that caused him to appear taller than he was. She
supposed he was good-looking, although she secretly thought his
sharp features made him look a little too much like a fox.

“If you mean that
dilapidated property, yes, I’m buying it.”

Peyton let out an unladylike squeal and
squeezed his arm. Gaston worked as a real estate agent at a
downtown firm, but his parents, who’d moved to Hilton Head six
months before, came from old money. Gaston had spent much of his
inheritance buying and renovating historic properties slated for
demolition.

“I was praying you’d come
to the rescue,” she said. “It would have been criminal to tear down
a house with such classic Italianate styling.”

“So you’ve said.” Gaston
smiled and offered his arm. They walked onto the portico together.
As always, the grandness of the hall, with its great white columns
stretching toward the sky, took Peyton’s breath away. She and
Gaston passed under the Irish harp imbedded in the paneling above
the door and through the main entrance to the domed rotunda where
the event was taking place.

“To clarify,” Gaston said,
“the reason I hoped to run into you was so I could be your escort
this evening. You are here unescorted, are you
not?”

Peyton’s eyes swept over the milling crowd,
and her head halted in mid-nod. No more than ten yards away,
Cary/Mitch snatched a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s
tray and handed it to her mother. Her father spotted her, his
glower transforming into a smile. He immediately disengaged himself
from the group.

“Why, Peyton, how good it is to see
you.” Her father clapped Gaston on the back. “You too, old friend.
You restore my faith in my daughter’s taste in men.”

“Darlings, you both look
fabulous.” Her mother was right behind him, clasping Gaston’s hand
before kissing the air on either side of Peyton’s face. “Peyton, it
does my heart good to see you dressed in something other than that
dreadful uniform those carriage people make you wear.”

Peyton’s spirits fell the way they always
did whenever her mother disparaged the tour-guide business, but she
knew better than to disagree. It never got her anywhere.

“I beg to differ, Amelia. I
think Peyton looks great in those khaki shorts.” Mitch joined their
group. Peyton had been brought up far too well to blast him in the
presence of Gaston and her parents. She set her mouth, intending to
silently communicate her displeasure. “But then I’m biased. I think
she’d look great in anything.”

Mitch’s eyes moved appreciatively over her
before his lips curved in an intimate, heart-tugging smile. “Hello,
Peyton.”

“Hello, Mitch,” she
whispered back before she could stop herself. She was afraid her
lips were curving into a smile.

Damnation. How was she supposed to hiss at
him when he complimented her like that? Or when he looked the way
he did? The other men in the room were similarly dressed, but Mitch
stood out like a peacock among penguins. The cut of his tux drew
attention to his broad shoulders and long legs. The stark black
color complemented the inky darkness of his hair and set off his
blue, blue eyes.

As she got to know what was inside the man,
she’d thought she was becoming immune to his good looks. So why,
all of a sudden, was he harder and harder to resist?

“I’m Cary Mitchell.” Mitch
held out a hand to Gaston. “Peyton’s date.”

Gaston cut his eyes at Peyton but shook
Mitch’s hand. “G. Gaston Gibbs III. I was under the impression
Peyton was unescorted.”

“Only because I thought I
was supposed to pick her up at her parents’ house.” Mitch’s words
were as slick as usual, but something in his voice sounded
different. His eyes smiled at her. “Work was so crazy today I got
mixed up. Forgive me?”

Peyton’s jaw dropped. That was twice in two
days that Mr. What’s Done Is Done had apologized. The tilt of his
head as he waited for her answer suggested a vulnerability she’d
never noticed before, and she figured out what was different about
his voice. It was crazy, but he sounded. . . sincere.

“A woman never truly
forgives a man until he grovels, dear,” her mother told Mitch,
saving Peyton from answering.

“Nor does her father,” Mr.
McDowell growled.

“I can grovel,” Mitch said.
Peyton’s disbelieving laugh sliced into him until he reminded
himself that she believed he was his brother.

“That I’d like to see,” she
said.

“You will,” Mitch promised.
From the way Peyton cut her eyes at him, he could tell she didn’t
believe it.

“You can grovel later,
Mitch dear,” Amelia said. “Peyton needs to mingle now. I would so
love to see her voted Volunteer of the Year.”

“Mother, they’ve already
voted me Volunteer of the Year,” Peyton whispered to her mother
loudly enough that Mitch heard. “I’m getting the award tonight.
Remember?”

“I know that, dear, but
it’s never too early to lobby for next year.” Amelia switched her
attention to Gaston. “Darling, I see Senator Mabry Collins across
the room. He and your father are friends, aren’t they?”

Gaston nodded. “They were roommates at law
school.”

“Be a dear and introduce
him to Peyton. It can never hurt to make the acquaintance of such
an important man.”

“Mother, I can meet the
senator later,” Peyton said. It was probably too much for Mitch to
hope she preferred his company.

“Nonsense.” Mr. McDowell
spoke up. “With Gaston right here, there’s no better time than the
present.”

“Your father’s right,
Peyton, especially since it would be my pleasure.” Gaston’s eyes
flicked to Mitch. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“Actually, I—”

“Of course Mitch doesn’t
mind,” Amelia interrupted. “It’ll give him and I a chance to dance
and become better acquainted.”

She bestowed a beatific smile on Mitch,
claimed his arm and turned him in the direction of the dance floor.
If she hadn’t been so friendly, Mitch would suspect she was
maneuvering him away from Peyton, like a pawn in a chess game.

An hour later, Mitch was positive that was
exactly Amelia McDowell’s intent. She was worse than the young
women who kept trying to make his acquaintance. Whenever Mitch
moved a step in Peyton’s direction, Amelia blocked his way. Now
that Peyton was dancing with Gaston, it had become a serious
problem.

“Mitch, could you be a dear
and get me a few of those artichoke hors d’oeuvres across the
room?” Amelia kissed her fingertips. “They’re simply
divine.”

Mitch’s eyes followed Gaston and Peyton
moving in tandem across the dance floor. The phrase Beauty and the
Beast sprang to mind. Peyton looked like a princess in her lacy
gown, with her delicate neck exposed by the upsweep of her blond
hair and the lights of the ballroom illuminating the beauty of her
face. Gaston Gibbs wasn’t bad looking, but his smile had a beastly
quality Mitch distrusted.

“I’ll get you some later,
Amelia,” Mitch said. “Right now, I’m going to dance with
Peyton.”

“But, dear, there are
plenty of other women in the room who would love to dance with
you,” Amelia cried. “You needn’t bother Peyton.”

Mitch’s brow creased. “You’re forgetting I’m
here with Peyton.”

“How could I possibly
forget that, dear?” Amelia patted his arm, a sympathetic expression
on her face. “But surely you realize you’re not from her world.
Look at her out on the dance floor with Gaston. They make a lovely
couple, don’t you think?”

So there it was. Out in the open. Despite
his suspicions of her motives, Mitch hadn’t expected her to be so
candid about it.

“No, I don’t think so.” He
adopted one of the sugary smiles that were her specialty. “I think
Peyton and I make a better couple.”

She tilted back her small chin and the air
filled with her tinkling laugh. “You are charming, dear, and
quite handsome. Please understand, I have absolutely nothing
against you. But the truth of the matter is Peyton is a
Charlestonian and so is Gaston. She might dally with you, but in
the end she’ll be with Gaston.”

Mitch held his tongue. Dressing Amelia down for her
snobbery would do no good. She lived in an insulated world he
couldn’t begin to understand, a world of class and privilege where
bloodlines were more important than character.

Then again, Mitch couldn’t speak up for his
integrity while he was passing himself off as his brother. He
couldn’t forget he was here because of Cary. That it was his
brother’s girl, and not his, they were discussing.

He dipped his head in a slight bow. “If
you’ll excuse me.”

“Where are you going?” A
note of panic tinged Amelia’s voice.

Because it was what his brother would say,
he answered, “To dally.”

He left Amelia and walked purposefully
toward her daughter, recognizing the instant she spotted him by the
way her body went still and her eyes widened. Mitch tapped Gaston
on the shoulder. “Mind if I cut in?”

Gaston turned, his sharp features pinched.
“What if I said no?”

“Then I might have to hurt
you.” Mitch uttered another Cary-like line, softening the words
with a smile the way his brother would.

“Not funny.” Gaston stepped
back, relinquishing his hold on Peyton.

A moment later, she was in Mitch’s arms.
His arms. Not Cary’s. “What’s that you’re wearing?”

“A gown,” she
said.

“Not your gown. Your
perfume.”

“I don’t wear perfume,” Peyton said. “You must mean my moisturizer.
It’s scented. Jasmine.”

“I like it.” He put his
nose against her skin and breathed. How could this be, that the
smell of his brother’s girl went straight to his head like a fine
scotch? He couldn’t stop the truth from escaping his lips. “I like
you.”

She turned her face away from him. “You have
a funny way of showing it. You promised to be on time tonight.”

“I was on time.”

“You know what I mean,
Mitch. I waited for you, and you didn’t show up. I can’t. . .” Her
words trailed off when he took her hand planted a soft kiss on her
palm. “Would you stop it? I can’t think when you do things like
that.”

“I don’t want you to
think.”

“Because you know you’re
bad for me.”

“Because I don’t want you
to break up with me.”

Reaching out a hand, he caressed her cheek.
He read indecision in her eyes before she closed them and shook her
head. Please, he prayed. Please don’t let her say she never wants
to see me again. Her eyes opened after a moment, and he couldn’t
read anything in them at all.

“Why, Mitch? Why would it
matter? Plenty of women would love to go out with you. I saw them
flocking around you tonight. It’s like you’re a sheik, and they’re
a harem.”

Pleasure skittered through him. “You were
watching me?”

She cast her eyes downward, giving herself
away. “Don’t change the subject. I didn’t notice you turning them
away so you could be with me.”

“Then you must not have
seen your mother cutting me off every time I headed in your
direction.”

“She knows as well as I do
that it would only take you minutes to replace me.”

“You’re wrong,” Mitch
whispered, meaning every word. Hoo boy. He was in trouble here. He
traced the line of her jaw with his fingertip, letting it come to
rest on her lips. “I couldn’t replace you. You’re
irreplaceable.”

“Oh, Mitch. Not only don’t
I believe you, but I can’t trust you. I need a man I can rely
on.”

“You can rely on me,” he
vowed.

The strands of the slow song faded away.
Peyton backed out of his arms, her brows drawing together. He let
her go but kept hold of her hand.

“Do you really mean it,
Mitch?” she asked softly. “Can I really rely on you?”

“Yes,” he said
again.

Her lips curved into a slight smile. A voice
on a loudspeaker intruded on the moment, announcing the awards
ceremony was about to begin and summoning the recipients to the
front of the hall.

“Okay. Then I’ll see you
later, after my speech,” she said almost shyly. She slipped her
fingers from his, and he resisted the urge to hold on to
her.

“Later,” he
agreed.

He watched her walk away before he thought
to glance at his watch. To his surprise, it was already nearly time
for bartending duty. But if he left now, he’d miss her acceptance
speech.

Remembering he’d told Peyton mere minutes
ago she could rely on him, Mitch drew in a frustrated breath.
Hadn’t he made the same vow to Cary, whose future depended upon
Mitch gathering enough evidence to put Flash Gordon behind
bars?

His heart sank like bricks in quicksand.
Much as he hated to, Mitch had to go.

He walked through the doors, under the crest
of the Irish harp and past the great white columns, feeling like
the louse Peyton would believe he was.

 



 CHAPTER FIVE

 


If Mitch were asked to pick his favorite
part of the female anatomy, he’d dodge the question by pointing out
that women were much more than a collection of parts.

When he met someone new, he was careful to
look her in the eye. He never, ever tried to get a woman into bed
before getting to know her. What was on the inside was much more
important than the outside.

But the truth was Mitch had a weakness for breasts,
which usually didn’t come into play in his everyday existence.
After all, most women covered theirs.

That wasn’t true at Epidermis. He couldn’t
turn his head without getting an eyeful of breast flesh. Big and
small. Round and firm. Dark-skinned and light-skinned. They were
everywhere.

The few women seated at the bar wore tops
with plunging necklines. The cocktail waitresses who placed their
drink orders nearly spilled out of their tiny tops. And the dancers
on stage had let it all hang out.

Mitch should have been in breast bliss, but he
wasn’t.

He was too angry at his brother, who hadn’t
bothered to tell him he bartended at a strip club.

Come to think of it, he was also infuriated
at Cary for putting him in a position where the breasts he most
wanted to see belonged to Peyton, a woman he couldn’t have.

Mitch filled a beer mug from the tap and
slammed it down on the bar in front of an aging, overweight man.
The beer sloshed over the rim. It didn’t matter. The man wasn’t
paying attention to anything but the breasts on stage.

“Careful you don’t provoke
the customers, sugar.”

A woman with a bosom the size of Kilamanjaro
sidled up to the bar and bared her teeth in a smile. Even though
her lipstick was thick and ruby red, her teeth looked more yellow
than white. Her skin was slathered in makeup, her dark hair teased
to towering proportions. She looked like an aging hooker, which
would have been preferable to what she was. Millie Bellini. The
club manager.

“What’d I tell you about
wearing shirts like that, baby?” Millie’s eyes ran over him, making
him want to put on a jacket.

He’d made a quick stop at Cary’s apartment
to change out of his tux into dark pants and a collarless shirt.
“What’s wrong with my shirt?”

“It doesn’t cling. You’re
s’posed to wear one of them black shirts that cling. I got a stash
of ‘em in the back room. Go put one on.”

“Why?” Cary couldn’t
imagine the heavily male crowd at Epidermis cared what he
wore.

Millie rolled her mascara-coated eyes. “Why
you think I keep you around if not for eye candy? With all these
girls in here, I need something for me.” She reached across the bar
and pinched his cheek. “Now go change, baby.”

She leered at him. Unbelievable. The women
were nude but he was the one being sexually harassed.

“What you waiting for,
sugar buns?” Millie asked. “You want me come help?”

He wanted to refuse. Cary should be grateful
he wasn’t in throttling range. Brotherly love wouldn’t save
him.

“I can do it, Millie,” he
said easily. “I’ve been dressing myself for a long time
now.”

He never would have chosen the black shirt,
which was missing buttons almost all the way down to his navel. As
soon as he was back at his station, a woman who looked like she’d
been poured into her red dress got off her bar stool and drew him
aside. For the last half hour, she’d been flirting outrageously
with a middle-aged businessman.

“What’s your problem,
Cary?” she hissed, her eyes at half mast because of her heavy
mascara. As a beat cop, Mitch had seen plenty of girls like her
walking the Atlanta streets. She wasn’t much older than the legal
drinking age, but she had the hard edge of experience.

“Call me Mitch,” he
said.

“How ‘bout I call you
asshole? What do you think you’re doing? Giving me
champagne?”

“You ordered champagne,” he
pointed out.

“I order champagne all the
time. You’re supposed to give me ginger ale.”

“But that guy’s paying for
champagne.”

“How do you think I make my
money, asshole? I’ll let it go this time, but you give me any more
champagne, I’m tellin’ Millie. Got it?”

She shuffled back to the bar stool, the
material of her dress looking in danger of ripping with every small
step she took. The businessman watched her with a leering
expression. She leaned over and straightened his tie. The man’s
blood-shot eyes focused squarely on her cleavage.

Mitch could have kicked himself for failing
to notice her aim was to get the man to spend money. In return, she
received a cut for her efforts. If the mark got drunk enough, she
probably reached inside his wallet and helped herself to a tip. If
he didn’t, she most likely offered sex for money.

He might be able to prove that Flash Gordon
ran a prostitution ring out of Epidermis, but Mitch wasn’t sure
that was where he should direct his efforts. He surveyed the dark,
smoky bar, trying to pinpoint the top dog so he could decide upon
the best course of action.

For the time being nobody seemed the wiser
about Cary skimming money from the cash register. Mitch might not
have long before somebody figured it out, though.

“Gimme a New Orleans Fizz.”
A man sitting at the bar tossed the order over his shoulder, barely
glancing at Mitch.

Mitch wasn’t much of a drinker, but he’d
waited tables one summer at a restaurant that did a healthy bar
business. Did a New Orleans Fizz contain gin or whisky? He settled
on gin, not that it would have made any difference. The man at the
bar was mesmerized by a statuesque blonde with a centerfold-worthy
body who was wearing nothing but a g-string and a smile.

Mitch slid the drink in front of the man,
wondering what Peyton would think about him serving drinks in the
shadow of the naked ladies on stage? Cary probably hadn’t told her
about his second job. He didn’t think he should, either.

“Hey, sugar buns,” Millie
sidled up to the bar and leaned across, cleavage first. Mitch tried
not to look. “Flash wants to see you in the back room.”

“He’s here?” Mitch asked.
“I didn’t see him come in.”

“He never steps foot in the
club. You know that. He’s waitin’. I’ll cover for you.” Millie’s
lipstick-red mouth curved into a leering smile, and she winked.
“Love the black shirt, baby.”

Mitch beat a hasty retreat through the
smoke, the stripper-ogling customers and the maze of tables. He
jerked open the door to the back room, shut it behind him and tried
to recover from shock. The place was awash in red velvet, from the
carpeting to the wallpaper border, to be expected considering they
were inside a strip club.

No, the surprise wasn’t the interior
decorating. It was sitting behind the gleaming black desk.

“I suppose I should thank
you for pretending you didn’t know me earlier tonight.” G. Gaston
Gibbs III leaned back in his chair, the strands of his blonde hair
barely moving. “The McDowells are too uptight to condone ownership
of a strip club. Even if I am a shadow owner.”

Mitch tried to stop his brain from reeling.
The G. in G. Gaston Gibbs obviously stood for Gordon. As in Flash
Gordon. Another small detail Cary hadn’t mentioned.

“I’m nothing if not
discreet,” Mitch said.

“I’m sure you wouldn’t want
Peyton to hear about your indiscretions, either. Starting with your
weakness for strippers and ending with your unfortunate gambling
problem.”

Mitch cleared his throat. “You’re right
about that.”

“I’m glad we understand
each other.” He picked up a squishy rubber stress ball from his
desk. His sharp features tightened. “What you said when Peyton and
I were dancing, about hurting me if I didn’t let you cut
in.”

“Yeah?”

Gaston squeezed the ball. Hard. “You were
kidding, right?”

Mitch kept quiet. He was confident he could
beat Gaston if it came down to hand-to-hand combat, but they were
involved in another kind of struggle.

“Because I’m a reasonable
man, I’m willing to overlook this little thing you’re carrying on
with Peyton. Make no mistake about it, though. When it comes time
for me to take a wife, she’s the one I’ll choose.”

Mitch fought not to recoil at the thought of
Gibbs so much as touching Peyton. “I think she’ll have something to
say about that.”

“Peyton does what her
parents want her to do, and her parents want her to marry
me.”

“You can’t expect me to
believe you love her,” Mitch said.

Gaston laughed, a rasping, unpleasant sound.
“Of course I don’t love her, but she’s a Charlestonian born and
bred. She’ll provide me with the perfect cover.” He heaved a sigh.
“This conversation is boring me. I didn’t call you back here to
talk about Peyton.”

Mitch had to unclench his teeth before he
responded. “Why did you call me here?”

“I have your first
assignment.” He spoke in a cruel whisper, the culture gone from his
voice. He rubbed his smooth cheek. “Guy by the name of Cooper
Barnes works at a restaurant in North Charleston. If he doesn’t pay
up, I want you to break something.”

Mitch blinked. “Break what?”

“A leg, a finger, an arm. I
don’t care which. Just get the money and make him understand he
can’t mess with me.”

His brother, Mitch realized with sinking
dread, was a debt collector for a bookie.

“Nobody messes with me,
Mitchell,” Gaston bit out. “You’d do well to remember
that.”

The instant he was on break, Mitch ducked
outside the club and called Cary’s cell. No answer. He
disconnected, tried his Atlanta apartment and listened to the phone
ring unanswered. His grip on the phone tightened, impotent anger
welling up in him.

His brother owed him a lot of answers. At
the moment, one question was more important than the rest.

Where the devil was Cary?


 CHAPTER
SIX

 


Lizabeth Drinkmiller sat alone outside a Key
West cafe at a table built for two, chastising herself for being
unable to go through with her grand plan.

She glanced down at the fancy alcoholic
concoction with the colorful paper umbrella floating on its
surface. A rum-ba, the menu had called it. Sure to make
you want to shed your inhibitions and dance. The drink had been
sitting in front of her for thirty minutes, and Lizabeth still
couldn’t bring herself to take a sip.

Why had she believed she’d act any
differently on a two-week vacation than she did the rest of her
life?

She was what she was. An information professional
with a masters degree in library science who was more at home with
computers than people. No wonder she hadn’t had a date in almost
two years. She was the epitome of every bad stereotype about a
mousy librarian, as boring as heat in the tropics. Like a chameleon
that attached itself to a leafy, green bush, she faded into the
scenery so well nobody noticed her.

She might as well start going by the name
Lizabeth the Lizard. Even the dye job she’d done on her mousy brown
hair didn’t make a difference. Of course, at the last second, she’d
put down the bottle of Yowlin’ Yellow and gone with Barely
Brunette.

She’d been more daring while shopping for a vacation
wardrobe, choosing outfits that showed so much skin she’d nearly
fainted dead away when she saw herself in the dressing-room mirror.
But what good was a miniskirt when she had her legs tucked under
the table? Or a plunging tank top when she’d covered it with a
sweater buttoned to the chin?

Determined to live it up, she began
unbuttoning her sweater. And stopped at the second button. Okay.
Exhibitionism wasn’t her thing, but she could at least imbibe. She
picked up her drink. And managed a single sip before putting it
down.

She propped her chin on her hands, watching
the tourists walk by as they enjoyed an evening in Key West. A
woman, plain except for her smile, strolled by with a hunk of a man
on her arm. Lizabeth bet she was secure in her own skin.
That woman wouldn’t have a problem going to her boss and demanding
a raise. Or getting a date.

She watched the parade of tourists with growing
despondence. They all looked happy and well-adjusted. The kind of
people who went after what they wanted and got it.

Unlike Lizabeth, who sat on the sidelines
while life passed her by.

A man on the other side of the street came
into view, and Lizabeth’s entire body went rigid. Even from a
distance, she could tell he was gorgeous. Taller than most of the
other passers-by, he had thick hair the color of night and a
broad-shouldered, long-legged physique that commanded
attention.

He passed under a streetlight that lit his
features. She took in the cleft in his square jaw, the generous
width of his mouth, the tilt of his nose. A shock of recognition
passed through her, and her breath seized in her chest, the way it
used to whenever he passed her in the hall at Hatfield High.

Grant Mitchell. The hunk across the street
was Grant Mitchell, the boy who’d sent her schoolgirl heart
palpitating.

She made herself breathe as her eyes
devoured him. His body had filled out, but he still favored worn
jeans and denim shirts. He’d been wearing a cap and gown the last
time she’d seen him, striding across the stage in the high school
auditorium to receive his diploma. She remembered her hot tears of
frustration as she watched him. Even though she feared she’d never
see him again, she’d known she wouldn’t approach him.

Now, ten years later, he was the width of a
street away. In another few moments, he’d be gone. Again.

“No,” Lizabeth said aloud,
the word emerging from deep in her soul. She couldn’t let Grant
disappear. Not this time. Not when she’d come to Key West with the
express purpose of shedding her retiring personality and going
after what she wanted.

She wanted Grant.

She looked down the length of her body. She
also wanted Grant to notice her, the way he never had in high
school. Before she could change her mind, she fluffed her barely
brunette hair, pulled off her sweater and gulped a big portion of
her drink.

Then she dashed across the street toward her
fate, forgetting that the heels she wore with her short skirt were
much higher than she was used to. The driver of one of the rental
scooters that darted through the narrow Key West streets honked his
horn, and Lizabeth panicked.

She lunged for the sidewalk, her heel
catching on the curb. Grant turned toward her at the same time she
squealed, and his arms shot out to save her from falling.

The sensation of his large, well-formed
hands on her bare arms sent warmth pouring over her, like the
cascade from a waterfall in the tropics. Her heart pounded a heavy
beat and not because the scooter had nearly flattened her. He was
looking at her in a way he’d never looked at her in high school,
with an appreciative gleam that heated her entire body.

“This is backward,” he
said, grinning. “I’m the one who could fall for you.”

He righted her, his warm hands secure on her
hot flesh. She blinked up at him, unable to look away from his
eyes. They were blue. So very blue. Like the water surrounding the
Keys that had appeared so inviting from the window of the 747 that
had flown her here.

“Did you know that, other
than humans, black lemurs are the only primate that can have blue
eyes?” she asked.

Lizabeth nearly closed her own boring brown
eyes in mortification when she realized how hopelessly gauche she
was. What had possessed her to spew that piece of useless
trivia?

His eyes smiled at her. “A black lemur
couldn’t appreciate someone you the way I do.”

She gulped. Was Grant Mitchell actually
flirting with her? It was such an impossible dream that she figured
she must have misinterpreted him.

“You didn’t appreciate me
in high school,” she blurted out. Damn. Why had she said that? In
order to masquerade as a self-confident woman, she needed to act
like one.

“We went to high school
together?” He released his grip on her shoulders, cocking his head
and scrutinizing her.

Lizabeth’s disappointment was swift and
all-consuming. Of course he didn’t remember her. She forced herself
to smile. “You grew up in Richmond, didn’t you?”

“Sure did.” He continued to
stare at her. Then he smiled, and the beauty of it sent her heart
pounding the way it always used to. He snapped his fingers. “I
remember now. You were in my biology class.”

“I wasn’t in any of your
classes,” Lizabeth countered. “You were two years ahead of
me.”

“I’ll be sure to remember
if you tell me your name,” he said, but she was equally positive he
wouldn’t. Their paths had crossed only once, at a high school dance
when the boy she’d been dancing with had cut in on his partner.
Grant had graciously finished the dance with her, but she’d been
too tongue-tied by the feel of his hands on her waist to say a
word.

She started to tell him her name was
Lizabeth, but it was such a boring name, not in keeping with her
new image at all. “It’s Leeza. Leeza Drinkmiller.”

“Leeza,” Cary repeated,
wondering why he didn’t remember her. His taste in women hadn’t
changed much since high school. With her curvy body and revealing
clothing, she was exactly the kind of woman he usually dated. So
how had he missed her?

“You still don’t remember
me, do you?” The corners of her mouth turned downward, and he found
himself thinking that mouth would be prettier if she weren’t
wearing so much lipstick. “I’m not surprised. I blended into the
scenery in high school.”

“You could never blend into
the scenery,” Cary said. Her tank top was cut low, revealing a pair
of gorgeous breasts. In her heels, she could look him straight in
the eye, which meant her legs went on and on. He even liked her
face with its big-eyed, gamin quality. The net effect was wildly
appealing. “If I didn’t notice you, I must’ve been
blind.”

“You struck me as someone
who had his eyes wide open.” Her smile looked forced. “You seemed
like you knew exactly where you were going.”

“I did?” Cary asked, amazed
she’d had that view of him. Then again, he had been a star pitcher
at Americana High with a bat so potent he was the team’s best
hitter. Anybody could have seen he had the talent to make it to the
pros.

“Definitely.” She sounded
like a one-woman fan club. “Anybody could see you had the brains to
achieve whatever you set your mind to.”

“They could?” All Cary’s mind had been on in high school was
scoring, both on the field and off it. That was the direction his
mind was headed now. Scoring with Leeza would be more thrilling
than hitting a home run.

“So, Grant, what did you
set your mind to?” she asked.

Grant. She’d called him Grant.

Everything about their strange conversation
fell into place. No wonder he hadn’t recognized her. Their parents
and sent Cary and Mitch to different schools so they could
establish themselves as individuals. They’d developed separate
interests and unconnected sets of friends. Leeza had obviously
attended Hatfield High with his brother, not Americana with
him.

Still, she must not have been very well
acquainted with Mitch to call him by his given name. Moreover,
people who knew them didn’t generally confuse them. They had
different styles, not only in speech but dress. Except Cary had
borrowed some of his brother’s clothes because he hadn’t packed
enough warm-weather clothes when he’d headed for Atlanta.

“You don’t understand,” he
said, “I’m not—”

The admiration in her eyes stopped him from
finishing. He’d already guessed she’d had an unrequited thing for
his brother in high school.

“You’re not what?” she
asked.

Telling her he wasn’t Mitch no longer seemed
like such a good idea. Despite their nearly identical appearance,
Cary was as different from his brother as catsup from salsa. If
Leeza was in awe of his twin, she wouldn’t admire him.

“I’m not as successful as
you think I am,” Cary said.
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