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Excerpt from Dirty Little Lies
“I REMEMBER WHEN you used to stroke me like that.”
Marisela Morales punctuated her pickup line by blowing on the back of Francisco Vega’s neck. She watched the soft downy strands on his nape spike and knew her luck had finally turned around.
His fingers, visible as she glanced over his shoulder, drew streaks through the condensation on his beer bottle. Up and down. Slow and straight. Lazy, but precise. He toyed with his cerveza the same way he’d once made love to her, and for a split second, a trickle of moist heat curled intimately between Marisela’s thighs. For the moment, the part of her Frankie used to oh-so-easily manipulate was safe, encased beneath silky panties and skin-tight, hip-hugging jeans.
Tonight, she’d have him—but on her terms. The hunter had found her prey. Now, she just had to bring him in.
“I don’t remember taking time for slow strokes when you and me got busy, niña.”
Marisela sighed, teasing his neck with her hot breath one more time before she slid onto the bar stool next to his. She’d been trying to track the man down for nearly a week. Who knew Frankie would turn up at an old haunt? Since they’d parted ways, Club Electric, a white box on the outside, hot joint on the inside, had changed names, hands, and clientele a good dozen times. But a few things remained constant—the music, the raw atmosphere—and the availability of men like Frankie, who defined the word caliente.
Like the song said, Hot, hot, hot.
“We were young then,” Marisela admitted with a shrug, loosening the holster strap that cradled the cherished 9 mm Taurus Millennium she wore beneath her slick leather jacket. “Now, I’m all grown up.”
Marisela wiggled her crimson fingernails at Theresa, the owner of the club. The way the older woman’s face lit up, Marisela figured she was going to get more than a drink. Damn. Marisela loved Theresa as if she were her aunt, but now wasn’t the time for...
“Oh, Marisela! Mija, how can I thank you for what you did?”
The sentiment was as loud as it was sincere. So she’d done a nice thing for Theresa. The world didn’t have to know. Good deeds could ruin her reputation.
And a simple thank-you wasn’t enough for Theresa. She stepped up onto the shelf on the other side of the bar and practically launched herself into Marisela’s arms. Rolling her eyes at Frankie, Marisela gave the owner a genuine squeeze. She deserved as much. She was a good listener, kept great secrets and mixed the best Cuba Libre in town.
“De nada, Theresa,” Marisela said, gently disentangling herself. She appreciated the woman’s gratitude, but she had work to do.
“Anything for you. Anytime. For you, drinks are on the house from now on, okay? You and...your friend.”
Even as she tried to be the courteous hostess, Theresa’s voice faltered when her eyes met Frankie’s. Marisela’s ex hadn’t been in the neighborhood for years. And in that time, he’d aged. His skin, naturally dark, now sported a rough texture, complete with a scar that traced just below his bottom lip. His jaw seemed sharper and his once perfect nose now shifted slightly to the right—likely the result of an untreated break. Even if he hadn’t matured from a devilish boy to a clearly dangerous man, he likely wouldn’t be recognized by anyone but Marisela and a few others who’d once known him well—the very “others” Marisela had made sure wouldn’t come into Club Electric again, on Theresa’s behalf.
“I never say no to free booze,” Marisela answered. “Gracias, Theresa.”
Theresa blew Marisela a kiss, patted her cheek, then moved aside to work on her drink. To most people, a Cuba Libre was just rum and Coke with lime. To Marisela, it was a taste of heaven.
“What did you do for her?” Frankie asked, his voice even, as if he wasn’t really curious.
Marisela knew better. She slid her arms on the bar, arching her back, working out the kinks in her spine while giving Frankie an unhampered view of her breasts. She didn’t want him to waste his curiosity on what she’d done for Theresa; she wanted to pique his interest another way.
“Last week, las Reinas chose this bar as their new hangout. Not quite the clientele Theresa has in mind. Gangs aren’t exactly good for business. I politely asked them to pick someplace else.”
“Politely?” Frankie asked, his dark eyebrows bowed over his hypnotic eyes. “Last I remember, las Reinas didn’t respond well to polite.”
Marisela shrugged. She’d earned a great deal of respect from her former gang by choosing to bleed out. She’d used every fighting skill she’d ever learned, every survival instinct she’d ever experienced, to escape a lifelong bond to the gang. But she’d survived. Barely.
“They’ve learned some manners while you’ve been gone. Lots of things have changed. Like,” she said, snagging his beer around the neck and taking a sip, “I don’t settle for fast and furious no more.”
Frankie didn’t move a muscle. “Is that so?”
She smoothed her tongue over her teeth, then licked the lip of his bottle, careful not to smudge her ruby red lipstick. He snagged his drink back and chugged, his gaze locked on her mouth. Frankie always had a thing for her lips. Marisela thought they resembled something between Angelina Jolie and a grouper, but Frankie considered her thick, pouty flesh mighty fine. A detail she intended to use to her advantage, now that she’d found the man.
Theresa delivered her rum and Coke, tall and icy with a wedge of lime. After another wary glance at Frankie, she left them alone.
“So you come here a lot?” he asked.
“Where else am I gonna go? This is West Tampa, not Miami. We’ve got one club and this is it.”
“There’s always Ybor City.”
“If you don’t mind drunks who can’t dance and ridiculous cover charges. This is still the neighborhood hot spot. You’d know that if you came around more.”
“I’ve been busy,” he answered, draining the rest of his beer.
She sipped her spiked cola. “And how was prison?”
He chuckled, slid his beer bottle away. “Big party,” he quipped. “I got out two years ago.”
“Really? I hadn’t heard.”
He snorted. He likely knew as well as she did that the precise location and activities of all the neighborhood kids—young, old, and in between—were reported, catalogued, and reported again from the shiny vinyl chairs of Viola’s Beauty Parlor, two blocks south of Columbus Drive. Their mothers both had standing appointments every weekend. And thanks to Aida Morales’s devotion to the Saturday morning religion of gossip and speculation, Marisela knew precisely what Frankie had been up to over the last decade as if she’d been there herself. Gang. Prison. Dock work in Miami. Nothing too complicated.
Then a week ago, he’d shown up in Tampa uninvited and unexpected. After less than an hour in town, he’d been arrested for possession. Thanks to his parents, he’d made bail—and then he’d promptly disappeared.
Which was why she was here.
“So what have you been up to, Marisela?”
Her turn to snort. “Nothing too exciting. I did nails for a while. Worked at Wal-Mart. Graduated to Saks. Did some phone work and filing for Alberto Garcia, on the side. Now, I’m looking again.”
She conveniently left out the parts his mother couldn’t possibly have told him. Hardly anyone knew that her work for Alberto went beyond answering calls and shoveling papers. The owner of AAA-Able Bail Bonds had helped her out when her gang activity landed her in juvie. Instead of processing the teen and sending her on her way, he’d promised her a job. A real job. One where she’d put her fighting skills and gun experience to good use. She’d run little errands for him and trained her ass off until she turned twenty-one. Then, he’d put her in enforcement. For seven years, she’d tracked down bail-jumping bozos all across the state.
But Alberto had been careful not to send her into her own neighborhood to pick up strays. Called it a conflict of interest. So her secret life was safe. A good thing, too, since Frankie might not be so anxious to relive a little heat from their past if he knew she still carried a gun.
Illegally, but that was a fact she continued to ignore. She’d lost her license to carry and immediately thereafter, her position with AAA-Able. But she hadn’t given up her piece. What the cops didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them, but ditching her weapon could get her killed.
“So, you’re short on cash,” Frankie said with a nod, his lips slightly pursed, hinting that maybe he knew more than she’d hoped.
“Who isn’t?”
“Chasing deadbeats doesn’t appeal anymore?”
Damn. Frankie might have been away for a while, but he obviously still had contacts. Still, she wiggled her newly polished nails, the index fingers tipped with tiny fake diamonds, and hoped to play down his knowledge of her enforcement activities. “Too hard on the manicure.”
He chuckled. “Were you good?”
She sipped her Cuba Libre, enjoying the burst of the sweet carbonation against the smooth tang of the rum. “I’m good at lots of things.”
“I remember.”
Man, Frankie had some incredible eyes. Technically, they were hazel, but the flecks of green glittered as deep and vivid as fine oriental jade. Offset by his swarthy skin, his irises simmered with hot intentions—every one of which Marisela could imagine in great detail.
“Wanna dance?” she asked, flicking a glance at the dance floor. At Club Electric, the music pulsed as hard and bright as the neon lights. The minute Marisela allowed herself to acknowledge the sounds, the rhythm seeped into her veins. Her shoulders and hips rocked and her feet itched to hit the dance floor and work off some of the fiery vibe slashing between her and Frankie.
“No,” he answered.
She didn’t hide her disappointment, pushing her lips into a thick pout. “Why not?”
“Not in the mood.”
She leaned forward, her lips inches from his ear as the crowd around them whooped and sang a chorus of “Yo Viviré,” a cover of Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive,” by Celia Cruz. “I can always put you in the mood, Frankie.” She shimmied her shoulders ever so slightly. “Like no other woman ever could.”
“We were young, Marisela. Didn’t take much to put either of us in the mood.”
She laughed, punched him in the shoulder then downed a few more gulps of her drink. A flush of warm heat surrounded her skin and she didn’t know if the reaction stemmed from their proximity to the writhing masses of dancers or from being so close, and yet so far, from her first love.
Back in high school, she and Frankie had melted more than one dance floor—not to mention the damage they’d done to various backseats. He’d loved her wild ways, her innate curiosity. She’d wanted to explore the world, find her place outside the tight community she loved, but still resented. To date, she hadn’t gone anywhere too exotic, but her ambitions hadn’t died, even if they were harder to pursue with bills hitting the mailbox like baseball-size hail.
Even after he’d chosen his gang over her, he’d kept her secrets. He’d never popped off to his hombres about her sexual appetites. The worst thing he’d ever done was break her teenage heart.
Now she was about to screw him in the worst possible way. Or maybe, the best way? Didn’t matter. Bottom line—she was going to royally piss him off, although for a good cause.
A very noble cause. The noblest. Marisela may have skirted the law from time to time—well, she’d actually flashed and mooned the law on one or two occasions—but give her a benevolent purpose and she could be downright patriotic. And ruthless. Not that she needed a good reason to spend a little quality time with sexy, dangerous, Frankie Vega. But lucky for her, she had a good reason all the same. He was about to jump bail and she was going to stop him.
She finished her drink, slipped her fingers into her jacket pocket, threw a ten onto the bar, and nodded toward the door. “If you don’t want to dance, let’s go.”
She twisted off the bar stool, but Frankie moved only to tilt his head toward hers so she’d hear him over the music and the crowd.
“How do you know I’m not waiting for someone?”
Surrendering to her instincts, Marisela drew one of her long fingernails over Frankie’s angular jawline. “I don’t. But you just got a better offer.”
Knowing she had to seal the deal, she dropped her touch slowly down his neck, until the ruby red enamel on her nail sparkled beside the gold chain he’d worn since his confirmation. Unlike the other Cuban-American males in this part of the world, Frankie didn’t dangle a crucifix or saint’s medallion from the necklace. No sense in contradicting his daily activities. He wore the gold serpentine necklace flush to his dark skin, even if the links probably pinched the hell out of his chest hair every once in a while.
Marisela grabbed his open collar and with surprise on her side, yanked him to his feet. Frankie wasn’t the tallest man in the world—just shy of six feet—but to her tall-for-her-genes five foot seven, he towered over her just enough so she could glance through the veil of her eyelashes when she spoke.
“Do you understand what I’m offering?”
Before he could answer, she slipped her free hand between them and cupped her palm over the bulge in his jeans. She smiled, a thrill streaking through her like lightning.
He was hard. As a rock. Thinking he’d want her again was one thing. Knowing stole her breath.
Like the charmer he was, Frankie seized her winded moment and kissed her. Not hot and impatient like he used to. Oh, no. The son of a bitch took his time, pressing his lips against hers like a warm iron on a silk blouse, careful not to scorch her by pressing too hard. His hands inched from her hips to her ribs, his fingers tantalizing the bared skin of her midriff with hungry, yet contained caresses.
Harvesting all her self-control, Marisela forced a step back, breaking the connection so quickly, Frankie’s lips were still puckered.
He had the audacity to grin as if he’d been the one to push her away.
“Blast from the past too much for you, vidita?”
Marisela slipped her hands into the pocket of her jacket. Feeling the handcuffs she’d hidden there, she remembered the true purpose of this seduction.
She scooted away from her stool, away from him—knowing he had every motivation to follow. “Too much for me?” she asked, sassy and doubtful at the same time. “I’m just getting started.”
DAMN IF MARISELA’S ass didn’t look even better aged ten years. He pushed through the crowd to keep up with her, knowing that if he’d had any sense, he’d realize that meeting up with her tonight was no accident. Maybe Blake moved in without Frankie’s answer? Not plausible. Ian Blake was desperate, but he wouldn’t act haphazardly.
Still, before Frankie left town tomorrow, he wanted to make sure Blake didn’t pursue Marisela for his operation. Why Frankie cared, he didn’t know. The chica could take care of herself. But Frankie had been the one to bring her name to the table and since he was ditching the deal, he’d decided to make sure she wasn’t sucked in to a dangerous, treacherous world without him there to watch her back.
And yet, he couldn’t ignore the fact that she’d come to the club armed. Maybe Blake had made contact. Maybe he’d sent Marisela to lure him back to the fold. Or was she simply being Marisela, ready to protect herself from the lowlifes he’d heard weren’t too happy with her job hauling in criminals for cash? She’d tried hard to conceal her piece under that sexy black jacket, but Frankie’d become quite good at spotting guns. ¡Coño! He didn’t need this distraction!
His arrest last week had been the final straw. Yeah, he’d left Miami seriously entertaining Ian Blake’s job offer, but being booked for possession five minutes after he cruised into town had changed his mind. He’d had enough of the life. Serving six years in prison for armed robbery, most of the time spent doubling as a DEA mole, had cut out the last of his cancerous obsession with high stakes thrills. Now, he just wanted to lie low until his hearing tomorrow morning, take care of business, and then get the hell out of town before he burned his cojones on the big trouble brewing so close to home.
Trouble that seemed to follow him wherever he went. Trouble Marisela didn’t ask for. And probably didn’t deserve.
Maybe he was just being paranoid. Maybe his running into his ex had been a simple stroke of good luck. And maybe Marisela’s flirting was just because she was hot to trot, and for once in his hard-luck life, he was in the right place at the right time. He might as well take advantage while he had the chance. Once he left Tampa this time, he was gone for good.
Marisela waited for him at the exit, leaning suggestively against the door, one foot flat against the surface, her knee drawn up, sexy and bold. She always did have a way of broadcasting exactly what was on her mind at any given moment. Lying and manipulating took too much time and effort. With Marisela, what he saw was what he got.
And man, he liked what he saw tonight.
He slapped his hand on the door above her shoulder, then eased forward, inhaling her spicy scent as his nose neared her neck. “You want to start right here or take it outside?” he whispered, brushing his lips across her fragrant skin.
She chuckled softly, but enough so that her breasts bounced gently against his chest. “Either way, we’ll have an audience.”
He ran his tongue against the cool gold of her hoop earring. “Does that turn you on?”
“Who says I’m turned on?”
In a flash, she’d ducked away from him and pushed into the thick, outdoor air. The bouncer pretended to ignore the overheard exchange, but as Frankie strutted past the oversized cue ball of a man, he caught the glimmer of lust in the man’s eyes. That same hungry shine reflected in the stares of the half-dozen or so punks hanging out with their backs to the wall, swinging their Colt 45 malt liquors. He smirked, confident that Marisela not only wanted him, but that for the first time in a long while, every guy in this joint wanted nothing more than to be in his zapatos.
As Marisela predicted, the parking lot outside Club Electric was jammed with nearly as many hot bodies as inside. Under aged girls sat on the hoods of cars driven by boys they had no business messing with, boys with knives in their back pockets and oversize beer cans clutched in angry hands.
It wasn’t so long ago that he’d been one of those jerks. In a lot of ways, he still was. But now he had the chance to jump back to a simpler time in his life—when the only thing that mattered was hot sex and cool living.
He caught up with Marisela as she approached the one-of-a-kind rust bucket his mother called her second car. Most of the time, she tooled around in the practical four-door Chevy Malibu she’d bought herself after hitting good numbers on the lottery. But to accommodate any one of her six children who often returned to the nest with one sob story or another, she kept the beat-up Impala. Frankie hadn’t thought much about the car parked perennially in his mother’s garage until he’d found himself in quick need of wheels to make a fast escape, his own ride impounded.
“Why does your mami keep this old thing?” Marisela asked, running a tentative finger over the oxidized paint of the dented outer shell.
He leaned one hip on the door, knowing he looked just as cool now as he used to back when Marisela thought he’d owned the world because he had wheels at his disposal. “Yo no sé. I think she’s sentimental. I may have been conceived in this car,” he said half-joking. The Impala hadn’t been around quite that long, though he wouldn’t doubt if some of his brothers hadn’t spawned a few of his nieces and nephews in that spacious backseat.
Marisela rolled her eyes, and then leaned in through the open window to inspect the interior more closely, giving him a view of her backside that made his cock tight.
No way was that move unintentional.
“What the hell are you doing, Marisela?”
She wriggled back out. He had to adjust the seam of his jeans. He didn’t try to be sly about it, either. Why should he? She certainly wasn’t.
“Just seeing if the old juices still flow between us,” she explained.
“I could be an old man sitting in my wheelchair on the front porch and you’d get my juices flowing, vidita.”
Marisela stalked toward him slowly, allowing him time to appreciate every soft bounce of her unbound breasts, every swing of her sexy hips.
“Why don’t you let me taste some of those juices, Frankie? I’m thirsty. Aren’t you?” When she stood toe-to-toe with him, her nipples brushed against his chest. His entire body tensed, hard and electric as if he was on the job, ready to jump, react, strike, flee.
He swiped his tongue around his lips, then yanked Marisela close and pressed his mouth over hers. In an instant, she soothed the parched thirst crackling through his body. Just as fast, they were in his car, barreling out of the parking lot and over the half-bricked city streets of the old neighborhood. She climbed onto his lap, laughing her deep, throaty laugh, kissing his ears, sucking his neck, untucking his shirt, popping buttons so she could dip her fingers into his waistband.
Several skidding turns and rolling stops later, Frankie killed the engine, allowing the momentum of the car to propel them up the driveway beside his mother’s house. When he’d first hit town, he’d planned to take up residence in the tiny apartment above the detached garage, but his arrest changed all that. Instead, he’d crashed in some flea-bit motels on the port side of town, avoiding Ian Blake and his far-reaching grip. Instinct alone steered him here, to the same apartment where he’d lost his virginity to Marisela—and she to him—all those years ago.
He fished the key out of the flowerpot beside the door and by the time he turned to Marisela, she’d kicked off her boots and jeans, right there in the open air.
Lust surged and he grabbed her, not thinking about anything but feeling her naked against him. They fell into the apartment, landing half on the bed, half on the floor. Before Frankie could remove his own shoes and pants, Marisela lost her jacket and her T-shirt. For an instant, he spied the black holster she’d worn around her shoulder and waist, but the minute she crawled onto his bed, wearing nothing but pale pink panties, he willingly forgot about her gun. She hooked her hands under the lower rod of the cast-iron headboard, tested the strength of the metal with one wanton tug, then waited, her breasts round and tight-tipped, her areolas dark, her mouth slightly parted and still a blurry red from his kiss.
Frankie stopped, just for a fraction of a second, to drink in her illicit beauty. He tore off his own shirt, but swallowed a grin when her deep brown eyes sparkled with appreciation. Not much for a man to do in prison but work out, and his last job on the docks had enhanced his physique. He wasn’t some scrawny schoolboy anymore—if he’d ever been.
“Jesus, Frankie. You look good,” she said, slicking her tongue over her lips. He loved her mouth. He’d always loved her mouth. How it felt pressed against his skin. How she could use all that hot, wet flesh to drive him insane.
“Vidita, I could come right here, just looking at you.”
She glanced down at her own prone and posed body, then shifted into the moonlight streaming in through the window. “That would be a big waste, wouldn’t it?”
The glow emphasized the gloss of sweat forming over her skin. The air inside the apartment was hot, stuffy. He hadn’t noticed. He glanced at the dormant air conditioner unit shoved between the window and the cracked wooden frame.
In a rush, he marched to the window, pressed buttons, turned knobs, and cursed until the ancient unit kicked to life, blasting tepid air against his naked chest. He adjusted the thermostat, breathing easier when the temperature dropped just enough to let him know the junker still worked. But the last thing he wanted to be was cool. He spun around, just in time to catch Marisela fiddling with the pillows, propping them purposefully against the slender wrought-iron bars of the old headboard.
“Comfortable?”
She snuggled into the cushions, patting and fluffing as she spoke. “Not as comfortable as I could be.” When she had the bed arranged as she wanted, she stretched her arms toward him. “Come here,” she said, her voice husky.
Frankie crawled across the mattress, ignoring the pop of the tight springs beneath his hand, his knee, his foot. He stopped and placed one hot, delicious kiss on her thigh. Sweet cocoa butter teased his nostrils, taunting him with hints of the musky scent he’d discover when he kissed her a little higher.
But just as he moved into position to taste her through her panties, Marisela rolled aside, quick and agile. He opened his mouth to protest, but she silenced him by pressing her now free lingerie against his face. He growled, inhaled like a junkie, and while he wondered how she’d taken off her underwear so quickly, she pinned him, her bare breasts inches from his face.
“Screwing around with you again can’t be a good idea,” she said.
He gripped her around the waist, spreading his fingers so he could feel her skin so hot beneath his. He inched his thumbs upward, teasing her sweet, round breasts. Her chin dropped and her tiny tortured moans fired his lust.
“Want to leave?” he asked. He could feel her moist warmth against his thigh, could see the sharp tightness of her nipples. Her lids had dropped, but not entirely. He watched as her pupils dilated with pleasure.
She wanted him just as much as he wanted her—just like before when they were too young and too stupid to know better. Only now they were old enough to know that you take what you want when you want it—or you might lose your shot forever.
She splayed her hands on his chest, tugging gently at his chest hair. “Leave? Not right this minute, no.”
She inched upward, pressing her sex against his body so that her sweet, wet lips taunted his hard cock. Frankie filled his lungs with air, hoping to keep himself still enough to do this right.
He countered her attack by stretching to capture her breasts with his mouth. He flicked his tongue over her pebble-hard nipples, loving the hot, salty taste of her skin. She tilted her neck back and sighed, the sound deep and arousing. Could he make her come right here? Right now? With only his tongue and lips? Did he want to send her spiraling so soon?
She rocked and writhed atop him, sealing their bond with slick need. Dios, he ached to push inside her, feel the hot heat of her flesh encasing his sex, milking him, squeezing him, tugging him toward the ecstasy he hadn’t experienced in way too long. Was she still tight or would her woman’s body coax him deeper, right to the sweet target that would make her scream his name? He bit and suckled until her tiny, pleasured cry squeezed him from the inside out.
He grabbed her hips, loving the blistering slide of her body over his. With her hands on the iron headboard, she pulled herself completely up, repositioning her knees on either side of his face. He grinned up at her.
“Mi vida, you are so hot. I have to taste you.” He eyed her hungrily, then wasted no more time before slipping his tongue inside her.
She nearly bucked off the bed, so he braced her with one hand on her bottom and the other on her breast. He kneaded and plucked and licked until she came, her pulse surging against his tongue.
Almost instantly, she pushed away, panting, and if he wasn’t mistaken, softly cursing.
“Marisela?”
She shook her head, her hair spilling across her eyes in damp streaks. When she spoke, her words shot out on a series of panted breaths. “Frankie, you always could make me lose my mind.”
He swallowed, loving the flavor of her in his mouth. God, how he’d missed that taste. He leaned forward and took her hand in his, then pulled her back on top of him. “The power is mutual.”
He stretched to the opposite side, reaching over the edge of the bed. He couldn’t wait one more minute. Unable to reach the pants he’d tossed on the floor, he spat out a venomous, “damn.”
The curse cleared the cloudiness from her eyes. “What?”
“I can’t reach the condom.”
She grinned, a little too forced for his liking, but Frankie wasn’t going to let her amusement slow them down. She shifted so he could move, then wrapped her hands around his left wrist.
“I can’t let you go too far away, Frankie.”
He smiled, then performed the needed gymnastics to reach the jeans without leaving the bed. He didn’t realize what she’d done to his wrist until he heard the all-too-familiar metal click and felt cold steel press against his skin.
He dropped the rubber.
“What the fuck?”
Marisela vaulted off him, her panties reclaimed. She slipped them on, then reached for her T-shirt and gun while he tugged and cursed, a noisy clatter renting the air.
He watched her intently, somewhat relieved when she strapped the holster on, but made no move to remove her piece.
Forcing himself to calm down, he decided to revert to charm. “Okay, great joke, vidita. I can do kinky if that’s what you want.”
She tugged her jeans over her hips. “Frankie, baby, I want to try kinky with you more than you know.” She grabbed her jacket from the floor and punched her arms into the sleeves. “But not tonight.”
He laughed, hoping the slightly crazy sound covered the desperate metal clanks of the handcuffs. “Why not? We got all night. I’m not going anywhere.”
“No, Frankie. You’re definitely not going anywhere. Not until tomorrow morning.”
“I have court,” he said, trying to figure our what the hell was going on. “Ten o’clock. Courtroom B. What’s this about, Marisela? You don’t work for Alberto no more. And I haven’t jumped bail.”
She shook her head, rubbing her hand over her mouth as if she needed to ease the vibrations of their kisses. No matter how this played out, Frankie knew she hadn’t faked her desire. No way, no how.
“This one was personal,” she said.
She whipped out her tiny cell phone, punched in a few numbers, then spoke in Spanish to the person on the other end of the line.
Yes, I found him. No, you won’t lose your house. Yes, he’s home. In the apartment. No, I need a few minutes.
“A few minutes for what?” he demanded.
She flipped the phone shut and shoved it in her back pocket. She took a single step toward him, still well out of reach, and her face changed. While her cheeks and lips were still red and swollen, her eyes cooled. No more volcanic fire, spouting from deep within. Now, she was all business.
“I bought you some time, okay?”
“Time? For what?”
She shook her head and turned to the door, her fingers dancing over the knob as if she was reluctant to leave. “Time to power down.”
¡Coño! Enough was enough. Frankie raged against the handcuffs; the old, rusty headboard couldn’t hold him for long.
The minute his traitorous ex finally tore open the door, he shouted her name. “I’m going to get you for this.”
She had the decency to turn and face him, though he had to stretch to meet her icy gaze. For an instant, he thought he spied regret in her eyes, but before he could speak and milk her remorse into release, she smirked, gave him a subtle salute in true las Reinas style, then disappeared into the night.
OUT OF HABIT more than necessity, Marisela killed the engine and doused the lights on her fourth-hand Toyota Corolla she’d left in the parking lot of Club Electric, allowing the car to silently roll to a stop in front of her parents’ house. For the entire walk back to the club and the drive home, she’d shoved down the residual lust coursing through her and froze out her regrets.
But staring at the darkened windows of the small but neat home, knowing her mother would likely meet her in the hallway, sleepy-eyed and curious about the turn of the night’s events, Marisela’s body vibrated. She shifted in her seat, uncomfortable, and despite her orgasm, unfulfilled. Frankie hadn’t forgotten how to touch her, how to prime her, how to lure her to the ledge, even when her good sense shouted for her to run in the other direction. They could have made love all night. She could have turned him over to his parents at dawn. She could have owned a memory of her and Frankie as adults, instead of idealized remembrances of a lovestruck girl and her macho novio.
Could have—but now, never would. She figured she’d better face the undeniable truth.
She leaned her elbows on the steering wheel and cradled her head in her hands. What the hell had she been thinking, going after Frankie like that in the first place? She could have just lured him outside the club, cuffed him inside the car, and delivered him to his mother safe, sound and unaroused. But no, she had to play with fire. Tempt fate. Entice her own supercharged libido with the man she’d said no to only once—right before he chose his homeboys over her and walked away.
Okay, enough of that. She removed the key from the ignition, jolted out of the car, closed the door quietly and jogged to the trunk. Adhering to the house rule against bringing a firearm into the house, she traded her 9 mm for her purse, detached the clip and engaged the lock, then stuffed the gun into a secret compartment she’d created beneath a rip in the upholstery. She secured the car with a press of a button. The car might be old, but back when Marisela had had a steady job, she’d splurged on LoJack. She managed to keep up the monthly payments by relocating to the spare room in her parents’ house for the second time since she’d turned eighteen. The first time she came back, it was after leaving the house run by the gang her parents hated. And this time, when she’d given Alberto no choice but to fire her when she lost her license to carry—and therefore, lost her great two bedroom, three roommate apartment only a bridge away from the beach.
She couldn’t believe how she’d screwed up what could have been a bright future, but her pink slip had caused her parents to dedicate a whole litany of novenas thanking God for His intervention. They’d hated her working with criminals, even if they didn’t know the full extent of her job. Just being near the jail was too dangerous, too violent.
Too damned exciting.
God, she missed it. The adrenaline. The strategy. The money.
With that thought to propel her, Marisela took off her shoes and tiptoed up the driveway. The house was dark and quiet, her father’s car parked silent and cold beneath the carport. She had no desire to disturb the peace. If she was lucky, she could sneak to her room and take advantage of the “purple-headed passion” vibrator Lia had given her for her birthday. That ought to shake the last of the pent-up tension our of her body
As if.
Marisela entered through the door from the driveway, sneaking into the kitchen with practiced stealth. She didn’t need either of the two sources of light—the timer over the oven and the moonlight from the window—to make her way inside. She could traverse this house blindfolded. Or at least, blind drunk. She’d pulled that off more than once.
Wiping her feet on the kitchen rug, Marisela attempted to remove all the moisture from her skin. The house was carpeted, but like any good Latina woman, her mother had hard plastic runners protecting the light-colored shag from dirt. Moist feet tended to make a sucking noise even Marisela didn’t have the grace to mask.
The same sucking noise she heard just before she rounded the corner.
A gun barrel glinted, flashed beside Marisela’s cheek. With a burst of fear, Marisela grabbed the gun and yanked forward, slamming the man attached to the weapon into the plaster arch of the doorway. When the attacker sprung back with a grunt, she kicked out his knee, knocking him to the floor. She stomped his wrist, heel first and hard, dislodging the gun from his grasp. With a swipe of her foot, the weapon skidded beneath the couch. Marisela jumped back, her fists in front of her, her weight balanced, her ears trained for any sign that someone else was in the house.
She heard nothing. No one. Not even her parents. Bottomless dread threatened to drown her as she reached for the phone. But a hand shot out of the darkness, snaring her wrist. Pain sliced up her arm as a finger squeezed between her muscle and bone. The handset clattered to the floor, the plastic casing shattered, as her captor stepped out of the shadows.
“No, no, Marisela. No cops, chiquita. And now, no witness.”
Light flashed. A deafening pop rent the air, followed instantly by an anguished scream from the guy on the floor. Then silence.
The man who’d captured her arm spun her around, and jabbed the barrel of his gun into her stomach. The warm steel was as deadly and unpredictable as the man who held her captive. The man who knew her name.
She forced stillness into every muscle of her body.
“Ooh, honey,” the man purred. He rubbed the barrel up her body, sliding the gun against the undersides of her breasts, then pressed his face into her neck and inhaled through his mask, which Marisela saw was nothing more than panty hose. “You smell like you’ve just been fucked.”
He must have been confident that she wouldn’t move with the gun still squashed against her chest, because he released her wrist and used that hand to grab between her legs.
“Are you still wet with his come, puta, or did you clean yourself up before coming home to your mamacita?”
Ignoring him, she focused on what she needed. Information. A break. A chance to turn the tide. Who was he? He knew her name. He knew her. His voice sounded only half-familiar, muted by the nylon stretched across his lips. Whoever he was, he’d just killed his partner, or at least, silenced him. Had he done the same to her parents? Were they dead in their chintz and floral bedroom, their blood spilled on her mother’s new mauve carpet simply because they’d invited their risk-taking, violent daughter back under their roof?
“Who are you?”
He abandoned his grinding grip on her crotch to grab her backside, squeezing her hard, but not enough to hurt. If he thought manhandling her would humiliate her into submission...Marisela pushed the acerbic thought aside. She forced herself to whimper and sent a shimmy through her body so that she shook in his grasp. Let him think I’m afraid. Let him think I’m terrified enough to do whatever he wants.
“Someone who’s wanted to fuck your ass for a long time.”
He pushed her back, slamming her against the kitchen table while he worked the buckle of his jeans. The edge of the table had jammed into the sensitive small of her back and she grunted, using the pain as an excuse to turn, half-crouched, flinging her-hair over her eyes so he couldn’t see her face. He still had the gun aimed at her, but his grip had loosened. He wasn’t going to shoot her. Yet. He was going to rape her first.
Or die trying.
He was sloppy, overconfident. Just like a man.
Through the curtain of her hair, she sighted him. Still bent low and whimpering for effect, she stamped his instep and butted her head hard against his stomach. She used his surprise and her full weight to smash him into the counter. She rose fast, smacking the back of her skull against his chin.
Light exploded behind her eyes, but she latched onto his gun hand, twisting his wrist upward until she heard the snap of bone.
His shriek echoed in her ear, adding another layer of pain to her aching body. She scrambled, retrieved his lost weapon and retreated, her back to the refrigerator, the gun aimed at her attacker. She took an instant to register the model of the gun. Cheap piece of shit. Six rounds. One spent on his partner. Two on her parents? God, no. But either way, she had at least three bullets left to put him down if he made one more move. If it had been fully loaded to begin with.
Clutching his broken wrist to his stomach, the intruder had dropped to his knees. “You fucking cunt!”
She bit back the urge to pump bullet number four into his thigh. Since she didn’t know who else was in the house, every round had to count.
“Who the hell are you?”
“Fuck you, bitch,” he grunted.
She needed to remove his mask. She needed to get the hell out of the house. But she couldn’t leave until she knew her parents were safe. Maybe they were tied up, guarded by a third man, alive until the intruders had what they wanted. Only this attack wasn’t a robbery. She could see, the light from the DVD player blinking in the living room. The television hadn’t been touched and though her father owned a business, he kept no cash in the house.
So many possibilities, she couldn’t discount any. But until she knew her family was safe, she wouldn’t abandon them.
She pulled back the hammer on the gun, unnecessary on the semiautomatic weapon. Still, the sound was hugely influential in getting jerks to talk.
“Take off your mask, or I’ll do it for you. After I shoot you.”
Her fingers throbbed as she clutched the gun and her heart slammed against her chest. She broadened her stance, her vision swimming with colors and shapes that, thanks to the smack on her skull, didn’t really exist. Maybe she should just shoot him and take her chances that no one else would show.
He pulled off the mask and looked her straight in the eyes, his gold teeth gleaming between lips permanently split thanks to a knife slash he’d earned in prison. Nestor Rocha. A three-strike junkie she’d once picked up for jumping bail, a creep who pushed his wares on the whores that walked Nebraska Avenue, when he wasn’t beating them to a bloody pulp.
“Recognize me, puta?” he said, the shakiness of his voice nearly covered by his bravado.
“Yeah, from my nightmares, Rocha.”
She buoyed her gun hand. If she had to make this shot, she wouldn’t miss. Rocha was a killer and she had no doubt he’d like to prove his evil right here, right now.
“What do you want?”
“I told you. I want to feel my cojones slapping against your culo, bitch.”
One-track mind. What a pendejo.
“Sorry to disappoint you, Rocha. Who’s your dead pal?”
He shook his head and Marisela watched his uninjured arm drop limply to his side. For a weapon. Fuck.
She shifted right and pulled the trigger. The sound of her bullet hitting his chest popped at the same moment he fired his hidden gun into the refrigerator. When his body fell, limp on the linoleum, the gun he had strapped to his ankle dropped from his hand and spun across the floor.
She grabbed the gun and tucked it in her pocket. She leaped over him, then over his partner in the hall, a demented game of hopscotch. She ran down the hall and kicked open her parents’ bedroom door.
Empty. The bed was still made. She glanced at the clock. It was nearly three in the morning, where in the hell were her parents? Even for weddings and quinces, they didn’t stay up beyond midnight.
Suddenly sensing a presence behind her, Marisela dived across the bed, tucked into a roll that knocked the lamp off the end table, but landed her out of the line of fire. She hated to shoot blind. What if her parents had come home? What if neighbors had heard the gunshots and had come to investigate?
“Who’s there?”
“Don’t fire, Ms. Morales. We’re not here to hurt you.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
She glanced to her side. The window was far to her right. No way could anyone sneak up behind her again. She didn’t dare look over the mattress, so she quietly flattened herself to the floor, attempting to peek beneath the bed. True to her mother’s form, not even a dust bunny hampered her view. She could see two polished shoes in the doorway. One foot lifted to step forward.
“Unless you want your toes blown off, you’ll back up. Slowly,” she said.
In the distance, sirens sounded. Not unusual for this part of town, but not typical, either. Her neighborhood had no code of silence for criminal activity. They might not have loads of money, but the residents looked out for their own.
“Hear that? You’d best beat it,” she warned. “I’d hate to have to explain three dead bodies in my house.”
“I’m sure you would. I’m also sure you don’t want to try and explain five.”
Marisela had no head for math, but this guy sounded different. Calm. Educated. Maybe even a hint of an accent lilting the clear threat against her parents.
She came up from behind the bed, her gun pointed at his chest. He held out his hands, showing that any weapon he had was at least safely tucked away. For now.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Max.”
She stood, certain that though this man looked perfectly harmless, he was likely nothing of the sort.
“Great to meet you, Max,” she said, forcing the fear out of her voice. “Where are my parents?”
“Safe. For the moment.”
Marisela swallowed, her vision swimming again. God, if he hurt them...She blinked the fog away.
“Prove it,” she demanded.
He turned his palm, produced a card and tossed it on the bed. Her father’s driver’s license.
“That doesn’t prove anything. You could have lifted his wallet.”
“True. It also doesn’t prove that if I do have him that he, and your mother, are alive and well. You have no choice but to believe me and take a chance. One that could save their lives.”
“I could wait for the cops, let them sort out your story after they book you...for trespassing? Breaking and entering? Maybe a little attempted murder?”
He nodded, a tentative but practiced and eerily sharp smile on his lips. “I hate to admit I’m expendable, Ms. Morales, but the truth remains. Are your parents? I don’t believe my associates can guarantee their safety if I’m arrested.”
She swallowed hard. She could take care of herself. But her parents wouldn’t stand a chance against professionals. Especially sloppy ones.
“What do you want?”
“There’s someone who wants to make your acquaintance.”
Inhaling loudly, Marisela filled her lungs, trying to tamp down the anger shooting through her veins. “Couldn’t this someone have just issued an invitation? Something engraved, maybe? Little R.S.V.P. action?”
Max, nondescript in a plain, but well-fitting suit, chuckled at her sarcasm. Good. He didn’t need to know she was scared spitless. This man wasn’t some ordinary thug. His confidence at her inevitable compliance was tangible, and yet, he wasn’t cocky. He knew what she didn’t know—plus everything she did, which wasn’t much.
In the darkness, she couldn’t judge his hair or eye color. He bounced on the balls of his feet, which combined with her blurred eyesight, made it hard to judge his height. If she had to describe him to the cops, she wouldn’t do a very good job. Probably his intention. A man like him could easily get away with murder.
“Tonight’s operation wasn’t supposed to include homicide.”
“You should have told that to Nestor,” Marisela snapped.
“We did not anticipate his killing one of our agents.”
“Nestor didn’t work for you?”
“His assignment was temporary. Please, Ms. Morales, my employer simply wants to speak with you,” Max insisted. “He’ll explain with much more detail than I am at liberty to divulge.”
“And why should I believe you?”
The sirens grew louder, then seemed to fade.
“My people have diverted the police for a few moments, long enough for us to clean up and get out. If you want your parents to remain unharmed, you’ll come with me.”
He dropped one hand, and curled his fingers so the other beckoned her with cool politeness.
She took a step, but he chastised her with a clucking tongue. “Leave the gun. Someone will see to its disposal.”
Marisela had no choice, not if he really had her parents—and she could think of no other reason why they wouldn’t be tucked into their beds at three o’clock in the morning, snoring softly, oblivious to the violence that had crept into their home. She dropped the revolver on the bed and walked around slowly, slightly comforted by the feel of Rocha’s tiny .22 in her pocket. Max stepped back as she approached, giving her plenty of room to walk. So far, so good. When she turned into the hallway, she noticed the man Rocha had shot was gone.
“Where?”
Max gestured toward the door. “Everything will be explained soon. Please, Ms. Morales. We haven’t much time if we wish to avoid police questioning. Further delay could put your parents at risk.”
Marisela nodded. A man who was confident enough to escort her away without the benefit of a gun—at least, one that she could see—probably had the experience and skill to take her where he wanted her to go with or without her cooperation.
He diverted her through the living room instead of the kitchen, so she couldn’t see if Rocha had been “cleaned up” as efficiently as the guy in the hall. Outside, the street was quiet, though several neighbors peeked through drawn curtains. Marisela took a deep breath, then exhaled, hoping her parents truly were safe, praying her mother and father would be around tomorrow morning to field the barrage of nosy questions the neighbors would undoubtedly throw their way.
The minute her foot touched the edge of the driveway, an ordinary, dark-colored sedan eased to a stop in front of the house, just behind her Corolla. The back door flew open and Max hurried her inside. She barely had time to settle into the seat before the car lurched forward, quietly speeding down the street without benefit of headlights.
She stared down at herself, suddenly aware of every ache. Her arm throbbed from where Rocha had grabbed her. Her neck and skull still reverberated with pain. Her temples pounded and despite several deliberate blinks, her vision wouldn’t quite clear. Still, so far as fights went, this one was rather tame. But where fists rattled her body, gunplay rattled her soul. And Marisela found her shaking hard to control.
“You put up quite a fight,” Max noted, his eyes scanning the road ahead and behind them, likely checking if the police had followed.
Marisela wasn’t sure if she hoped they did or not. She had, after all, shot and likely killed Nestor Rocha. Not that he was any great loss to the human race, but murder was murder.
“It was either him or me.”
“An unfortunate turn of events.”
“Really?” she asked, raising her voice a decibel louder than she intended. Her sarcasm must have hit the mark because he closed his eyes a few seconds longer than a typical blink.
“Errors were made. I offer my sincerest apologies.”
She crossed her arms, seeing no need to hide her anger. “You can shove your apologies, Max. And for the record, if one hair on my parents’ heads is out of place, I’ll be shoving something a lot more painful than an apology up your ass.”
He returned his gaze to the road. “I don’t doubt that, Ms. Morales.”
Good, because neither did she.
IAN BLAKE RAISED a finger to his ear, adjusting the tiny device so he didn’t miss a word.
“...if one hair on my parents’ heads is out of place, I’ll be shoving something a lot more painful than an apology up your ass.
Ian winced. He could only imagine what Marisela Morales might choose as her weapon of choice for such a reprisal. Likely something steel—and with double barrels.
One of these days, Ian was going to learn to stop underestimating women in terms of their potential deadliness. Marisela Morales’s reputation had been brought to his attention by a credible source and she’d proved her abilities tonight, even if his test had never been meant to go so far. He’d had no idea the orchestrated scenario at her home would go from bad to fatal in the blink of an eye, but he couldn’t change the past or alter his plan now. Too much money had been exchanged and too many people were in place.
All except for his lead operatives. But by tomorrow, he’d have cleared that hurdle as well.
“Are they on the way?”
Ian glanced at his slim, professionally blonde client, Elise Barton-Ryce, who tugged at her stylish cashmere gloves. In Boston, her fashion choice would have barely registered, a simple sign of her ultra-traditional upbringing and perhaps, the weather. But here in the Florida heat, he knew she wore gloves for one reason and one reason only. If something went awry, she didn’t want so much as a fingerprint to tie her to Titan International.
Fine with him. Less than ninety-six hours after accepting the retainer from Barton-Ryce’s attorney, Ian suspected he’d made a mistake in taking the assignment rather than extending a referral to another firm. Titan was one of the top investigation organizations in the country, but their business had been limited to the upper Northeast and Europe. He had operatives in place in Prague, London, Paris, Munich, Berlin, and Geneva, with satellite offices in New York, Philadelphia, Washington D.C., and Toronto.
He didn’t know a damned thing about Puerto Rico or Miami, much less a small burg like Tampa. And though a few of his agents could speak Spanish, none quite looked the part enough to blend into the Hispanic culture in San Juan or perhaps, Havana. He needed new blood. But he hadn’t meant to spill that blood so soon.
Ian pressed a tiny button on his lapel. “ETA?”
Max answered instantly. “Ten.”
“The agents will arrive shortly. Shall I pour you a brandy?”
With a sniff, Mrs. Barton-Ryce gracefully unfurled her crossed ankles and strolled to the bar. She lifted the crystal stopper of one decanter, then another, then another, apparently disappointed with the variety of his offerings.
He remained still, an indulgent grin pasted on his face. Dealing with women such as her, with her impossible-to-please standards and air of superiority, had become old hat. She reminded him of his grandmother, his aunts, and each and every one of his female cousins, from first to fourth-removed. Had his mother lived long enough, he had no doubt her old Boston money would have caused her to show the same privileged attitudes. Even Eris, his former...what? lover? addiction? poison?...had been a snob of palatial proportion. Only his sister had managed to buck the social system of the British and American upper crust. Yet, if Brynn knew about this job and how things had so quickly turned from bad to worse before the operation had even begun, she’d be jetting back from Prague with a silver platter in her carry-on, primed to hold his severed head.
He could still turn this operation around, but as he watched Mrs. Barton-Ryce huff and abandon her quest for a suitable libation, he knew he had to change at least a part of his initial plan.
“Perhaps you should wait at your hotel. As I explained, things did not go as anticipated tonight. Ms. Morales may not be in the proper mood to appreciate the dire circumstances of your situation.”
Elise drew a hand to her chest, surprise artfully etched on her perfectly smooth and botox-enhanced face. “How could she not? We’re talking about the life of a child, here, Mr. Blake. Your organization came very highly recommended, but you are by no means the only firm in town.”
Ian nodded. “I explained to you, madam, that Titan might not be your best choice for this operation. There are groups, some working entirely gratis, that specialize in this type of retrieval. If you’d like to go elsewhere...”
“No,” she said, firmly, and without any hint of the desperation Ian had witnessed at their first meeting. He still wasn’t entirely sure why Elise had come to him for this job, but he couldn’t deny that her generous transfer of funds would stave off Brynn’s interference in the business for at least another month. He needed time to fix things, make things right.
“You remain confident in Titan?” he asked one last time.
“For now,” she answered.
He shook his head and stood. “No, Mrs. Barton-Ryce, that isn’t enough. Once I engage my operatives, there will be no turning back. I’ve lost one life tonight. I won’t sacrifice others unless it is necessary to obtain the objective.”
She blinked several times and Ian wasn’t sure if she was having trouble understanding his meaning or if she was unaccustomed to having anyone contradict her so forcefully. Likely a bit of both. She’d better get used to giving him control. He’d played the customer-service card long enough. Now, he would show her who was in charge.
“I’d kill to get my daughter back,” she said.
He kept his expression benign. “I understand.”
“I expect you to do the same.”
With a light chuckle, he returned to his chair. The lumbar-pampering design wasn’t custom leather like the one he had back at the home office in Boston, but the furniture and accessories at this makeshift office were the best his people could manage on such short notice. Before he met with Marisela Morales, he’d had to establish a presence. By morning, this office would be returned to its original state—a bare warehouse minutes from Tampa’s port. And hopefully he, and his new agents, would be on board the yacht en route to Miami.
But he wouldn’t gain Ms. Morales’s cooperation with haughty Elise Barton-Ryce turning up her nose at her. He’d intended to use the mother of the missing child angle to further his case, but he doubted Elise would be effective with her current mood broadcasting doubt, dissatisfaction, and arrogance instead of the emotional desperation she’d shown to manipulate him into taking her case. Or else, her pride wouldn’t allow her to show her vulnerabilities more than once. Ian wasn’t sure which—but so long as her checks continued to clear, he really didn’t care.
“Titan will do whatever is necessary. That’s what you pay us for.”
With a curt nod that barely displaced a single blond hair of her sculpted bob, Elise retrieved her handbag and stood, ramrod straight, waiting for him to stand and escort her to the waiting limousine. Without a hint of his frustration, he did as she expected.
Just as her black stretch sedan disappeared, he caught sight of the dark gray four-door pulling into the lot.
Ian practiced his best smile, not needing a mirror to know his blue eyes held just the right dash of charm to pique the insatiable Ms. Morales’s interests. Personal and professional. Even if tonight’s operation had spun out of control, Ian had learned a great deal about fiery Marisela, the street-smart woman who’d soon be in his employ.
And he intended to exploit each and every detail—hopefully, to their mutual satisfaction.
* * *
“Where the hell are my parents?”
Marisela kept her tone even, her words clipped just short enough so the sharp-dressed man in the thousand-dollar suit knew she meant business. He’d waltzed into the expertly appointed office as if he owned the place, so for the moment, she assumed he did. Max even bowed his head ever so slightly toward his boss before he disappeared outside, as if the deferential gesture wasn’t required, but was a natural response to his employer’s power.
“Their driver is just now finding his way back after making an unfortunate wrong turn,” he answered, his voice undeniably cultured. Possibly English. Pierce Brosnan as James Bond.
“Where are they now?” she asked.
He arched a brow, as if challenging her not to believe him. “Just coming over the Sunshine Skyway Bridge. I hear the Bay is lovely at this time of the morning.”
She ignored his attempt at levity and tried to wrap her mind around the idea of her parents tooling around in a slick black car instead of lying dead in some dirty alley or weighted and dumped into the murky waters of Tampa Bay. She met his gaze dead on, gauging the steadiness of his stare and despite her best efforts, noting the cerulean intensity in his pale eyes.
Either he was telling the truth, or he was the best liar she’d encountered since Sister Dominique convinced her that masturbation led to blindness. Of course, she’d been eleven then—and a hell of a lot more gullible.
“A limousine, huh?” she asked, her brow arched. People in her neighborhood rode in rented cars for two reason—weddings and funerals. “Somebody die?” she asked.
“Other than the man in your kitchen?”
She leveled her gaze into his. He wanted to play Rocha’s death against her, huh? Let him try.
She gave him the finger.
He chuckled, rounded his desk and plucked a cigar from a carved box. With a tug at his pant leg, he leaned casually on the polished edge, his buffed shoe inches from her knee. Bruno Magli. Lambskin. Probably the Rangle half boot, from the looks of it.
Damn, but Marisela had a thing for shoes. Not women’s shoes, fortunately for her wallet. Give her a boot with a sharp heel or a tennis shoe built for speed and she was a happy camper. But put a pair of expensive loafers on a well-dressed man, and she turned to jelly.
Hot, melted jelly like the kind that oozed from a Krispy Kreme doughnut when she bought them right off the rollers early Sunday morning after dancing away every last moment of a Saturday night. Why this man evoked thoughts of sultry, sexy salsa and forbidden, calorie-laden treats didn’t make sense.
Must have been his shoes.
She cleared her throat. “How did you get my parents out of the house so late at night?”
“The evening began quite early, actually. Didn’t you hear the last minute announcement? Congratulations go out to Ernesto and Aida Morales, Hispanic Business Owners of the Year, presented by the newly endowed Fund for Economic Growth of Greater West Tampa. The ceremony will be next week, but tonight the winners enjoyed a complimentary meal at Bern’s, dessert and aperitifs in their legendary dessert room, and then a moonlight drive across the Courtney Campbell causeway in a spectacular stretch Humvee.”
He rolled the cigar between his fingers and the earthy odor of hand-rolled tobacco taunted her as she judged his every word, the pitch of his every syllable and swing of each inflection. Was he screwing with her? Making a joke?
After clipping the edge off the cigar with a miniature guillotine, a nice Hollywood touch, he smiled in a way that made her breath catch. Okay, what the hell was going on? Sure, this man could have walked straight off the cover of GQ or Entertainment Weekly, but hot-stuff suits didn’t usually appeal to her. Not in real life.
Or did they? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in close proximity to a man like this. Maybe she needed to rethink her choice of hang-outs. Maybe her tastes were finally reaching upward. Or maybe the slightly overheated quiver in her body was simply a residual effect from her interaction with Frankie.
Or maybe not.
“Relax, Ms. Morales. Your parents have been out all night with my associates, safe and sound.”
She swallowed, forcing her off-kilter attraction to the pit of her stomach, right beside her anger and indignation. “Safe and sound? Can’t say the same for the sanctity of their home, can you? I mean, with a dead guy in the kitchen and another in the hall.”
He cleared his throat. “By the time your parents return from their little adventure, they’ll never know their daughter committed murder just a foot from where her mother brews her coffee every morning.”
Marisela scoffed, unwilling to accept even an inkling of guilt. According to Max, Nestor Rocha had been on the same payroll as he was, which all linked back to Mr. Rich Suit. She’d done nothing less than protect herself and her parents’ home—which she figured he’d expected.
“You can work your guilt trip on someone else, cabrón. He was in my house, attacking something I love very much—my body. Don’t expect regrets from me. Self-defense is not murder.
He retrieved a lighter from beside the cutter and rolled the cigar into the flame, puffing gently, patiently. Marisela wondered how much this man knew about her, wondered if his choice of smoke was meant to provoke her. Her grandfather had hand-rolled cigars in Ybor City after emigrating from Cuba. Her father, usually after dinner while he sipped an espresso, puffed nightly on a Romeo Y Julieta Reserva Real robusto. The woodsy, earthy odor evoked strong impressions of her childhood, her family. Her life.
What did this man want from her?
Through a silver gray haze, he eyed her with undisguised admiration. Or was it something entirely more basic?
“A tactical error on my part put you in unnecessary danger tonight,” he said. “For that, I apologize.”
She didn’t believe him. She couldn’t. Believing him meant trusting him and she wasn’t about to let her primed and simmering hormones cloud her already foggy judgment. She uncrossed her legs and balanced both feet firmly in front of her, leaning her elbows on her knees. He’d interpret the move as casual. But she was ready to strike if she didn’t like the more detailed version of his explanation.
“Nestor Rocha wanted me dead,” she spat. “Has for a long time. How come you didn’t know that? Everyone else in West Tampa did.”
He nodded. “Yes, well, I don’t know much about West Tampa, Ms. Morales. My initial contact here made himself scarce and time constraints forced me to move without him. Mr. Rocha was employed simply to lead us to you. We had no idea he’d manipulate the situation for his own benefit.”
“Crooks and killers like Rocha don’t give a damn about anyone’s agenda but their own. You should choose your hired help more carefully. You’re out of your league. Your ‘ivy’ league, if you know what I mean.”
He chuckled softly. “Very good. Yes, I know exactly what you mean. In fact, my deficit in that particular area is why I need a woman with your expertise for an operation I’m putting together.”
“My expertise?” she asked, a doubtful laugh in her voice. “What, you need a manicure?”
He leveled her self-indulgent grin with a steely glare. Apparently, he was no longer in the mood for jokes. Well, hell. After tangling with clearly unresolved attraction to her ex, killing a man in her kitchen, and then grappling with some fantasy man who clearly held her future in his hands, a little cheesy comedy could go a long way.
“No manicure, I had one Tuesday,” he claimed, and she believed him. He was just the type of guy both vain enough and man enough to have his nails professionally done. “I’m more interested in your...natural abilities.”
He hadn’t said anything the least bit offensive, but Marisela felt her skin ripple with gooseflesh all the same. His pause, just before he said the word natural, gave the word a lurid ring. As if he knew what she’d done tonight. Not with Nestor, but with Frankie. As if he wanted a piece of the sexual action for himself.
“Sorry,” she answered, ignoring how her mouth suddenly dried. “I ain’t selling.”
She balanced her hands on the armrests of the chair and pushed to her feet, her shoulders tensed, ready to counter any attack that might keep her here one minute longer. He matched her stance, unrestrained in his desire to meet her point for point. Did he sense how he unnerved her? Did he think pumping up the charm would lure her to play his game, whatever it was?
She didn’t know his name or where he was from. Or what he really wanted. But she couldn’t forget that he’d been responsible for a scenario that forced her to take a life—and yet, she experienced a familiar tug of attraction nonetheless. With this varón exuding sex from his expertly clipped tawny hair to the dark threads in his silk socks, how could she fight her intrinsic reaction to get busy?
By reminding herself that this bastard had her parents, that’s how.
She wanted to go home, make sure her mother didn’t find so much as a crocheted doily out of place, not to mention bloodstains on the new kitchen rugs with the swaying palm tree motif. But most of all, she wanted out of here before her jumbled emotions led her into the exact kind of temptation the nuns at St. Joseph’s had warned about.
“Don’t you at least want to hear my offer?” He made no move to touch her, but kept her captive with his tone. He had an enticing voice to match his expressive eyes and expensive shoes. If he wasn’t a politician or a gigolo, he was missing his calling. “I’m willing to pay more than you’ve made in your entire lifetime.”
That stopped her. Currently out of work, Marisela couldn’t ignore a chance at big money. At least, not until she heard exactly what he had in mind.
“To do what? A makeover?”
“You’re a bail enforcement agent.”
She shook her head. “Your intel is old. I was a bail enforcement agent.”
“Fired, four weeks ago last Thursday, after an unfortunate plea agreement with the prosecutor’s office. You allegedly beat one Rob Dalton within an inch of his life after he jumped bail, abandoning his devoted wife and their four children to skip town with his gay lover. The prosecutor allowed you to trade your license to carry for your freedom and a clean record. You accepted. A smart move.”
She arched a brow, conceding the accuracy of his information.
“Sometimes I lose my temper.”
“Don’t we all?”
A laugh burst out of her before she could hold it back. “I’m willing to bet you never lose your temper. At least, not when people might see.”
This time, he arched his brow. “You’re a good judge of character.
“I try.”
“You’re also physically adept, formally trained in krav maga at the Twenty-second Street gym by an ex-NYPD sergeant named Whiskey Parker. You also have extensive informal training courtesy of a rather brawl-happy group of women who call themselves las Reinas. You’re mentally quick, a fast draw and an accurate shot. You speak fluent Spanish with a Cuban dialect, and you need money. Other than the little problem with your temper, you’re the perfect candidate for the job I’m offering—especially since without your license, you can’t work in law enforcement in any capacity.”
He recited the condensed version of her past and the bleak reality of her future with total confidence that he’d missed nothing—which he hadn’t. Nothing of consequence, anyway. And he’d delivered the rundown in a deep throaty voice that evoked thoughts of sweaty sheets and iced champagne rather than skanky jail cells and unemployment.
She hooked the thumb of her left hand in her waistband, leaving her right hand free, just in case. “I’m a hot tamale, what can I say?”
“You’re a lethal hot tamale, Ms. Morales. Which is why I’d like you to work for me.”
Again, acute speculation lit his blue eyes, reminding her of the aquamarine earrings her parents’ had bought her for her quinceañera. God, this man was magnetic. He seemed to appreciate her sharp quips and irreverent comments. And most perilous of all, he seemed to know when she was acting all that to make a point.
“Look, I still don’t know who you are, much less what you do,” she pointed out, desperate to regain the upper hand. “Kind of hard to make a life-changing decision without more information.”
He stood, unfolding to his full height, his chest mere inches from hers. “I’m not sure that you’re ready for all the details yet. You’ve had a trying evening.”
A trying evening? More than likely, the women in his rich-ass, pampered world had “trying evenings” when the designer dress they’d chosen for dinner at the club had a rip in the hem and the maid had the night off. Yet, for all his spit and polish, she sensed a man who knew, at least by rumor, the true nature of violence, crime, and risk.
They matched stares, stances. His gaze lowered, sweeping over her in appreciation that didn’t seem lecherous, and yet, taunted her. Enticed her.
“I’m not a killer,” she insisted. “Despite what happened tonight.”
“Mr. Rocha’s job was to lead us to you, help us test your ability to stand against several men in a fight. He obviously had his own agenda.”
“You might have known how he hated me if you’d checked him out with the right people. Like me, for instance,” she challenged.
“No argument. And because of my unfortunate lapse in judgment spawned by a tight timetable, you now have the upper hand in our negotiation.”
“You have my parents.”
He shook his head. “Not for much longer. They will be home any minute. I won’t use them as leverage. Doesn’t exactly engender trust between employer and employee, does it?”
Narrowing her eyes, she searched his face for any sign that he was lying. She found none.
“I’m not an ex-cop or ex-military,” she said. “I’m just a girl who once had a semi-interesting job and a past in a gang. Besides, I’ve got a rap sheet, though that didn’t stop you from hiring Nestor.”
“In my business, a dubious past can be an asset.”
“Really? And what business is that?”
With a sweep of his hand, he invited her to sit again. He also brushed her arm with his fingers, sending a spark of electric awareness crackling around them. For a moment, Marisela considered chastising herself for allowing this man’s buff body, devilish good looks, and well-cut suit to excite her so intrinsically. He’d nearly gotten her killed. He’d set her up, forced her into a situation where she’d had no other option but to kill a man.
On the flip side, toying with the sexual tension coiling between them beat the hell out of waiting in the church parking lot to be first in line for confession after what she’d done to Frankie. Not to mention Nestor.
She eased into the chair, but instead of crossing her legs casually as she had before, she kicked her heels up onto his desk ankle over ankle. With his back to the desk, she’d blocked him from moving in any direction—except backward. Retreat.
He remained still. “My company is a varied conglomerate, mostly private investigation, protection, security. We need someone like you—well acquainted with the criminal element. You know how to move in and out of their circles and you speak the language of the man I’m currently after. You’re beautiful and you can take care of yourself in a fight if your backup is somehow diverted or delayed.”
“You certainly think you know a lot about me,” she said.
“I do, and you know it. Besides, your reputation precedes you,” he answered.
“Really? Maybe yours does, too...of course I wouldn’t know because I still have no idea who the hell you are.”
“Forgive me. My name is Ian Blake.”
She kept her hands folded across her stomach, a sliver of bare skin poking from beneath her midriff tee.
He took her coolness in stride. “I’m the president and CEO of Titan International.”
She rolled the name around in her head. Nothing.
“Tell me when I’m supposed to be impressed. I wouldn’t want to sound stupid for not knowing you. Or Titan International.”
His grin quirked up on one side, bringing one dimple into sharp relief against his rugged jaw, smooth shaven, yet still dangerously angled. “We’re one of the top private investigation firms in the country. We handle some of the business the CIA, DEA, and the FBI don’t have the manpower for.”
She looked around, refusing to appear dazzled by his claim. “And you have a location in Tampa?”
Ian glanced around. “In the United States, we’re headquartered in Boston. This is a small, discreet satellite office, one we may or may not keep in operation after our business here is complete.”
Marisela laughed. Though blindfolded before she’d left the car with Max, she’d traversed yards of hallway before arriving at Ian Blake’s private lair. If this office was small, then so was her Jennifer Lopez butt.
“You can check us out,” he offered. “Information is readily available through various sources. I actually didn’t plan to discuss the details of the case tonight.”
“What? You were going to wait until after I got out of the hospital? How kind.”
“You look no worse for wear,” he insisted.
She swiped a finger over the cut on the side of her mouth. The sting had dulled and the blood had stopped seeping onto her tongue, though she could feel the ugly swelling of moist flesh. She didn’t even want to think about what she’d discover when she peeled off her blouse and examined her back from where Rocha had flung her against the table. There went wearing her teeny-weeny red bikini to the beach tomorrow.
She shook her head, and felt the strain in her neck. “Yeah, I’ll bet I look like Miss America.”
“I’ve known quite a few Miss Americas. You have entirely more panache.”
She rolled her eyes at the compliment, then forced herself to stand. “I’ve got a lot more than panache going for me,” she said, eyeing him up and down with unhidden appreciation.
“No doubt. Would you like to hear my offer?”
She shrugged as if the money didn’t matter. “Hit me.”
He complied. The dollar amount nearly knocked her off her feet.
At her stunned silence, he grinned. “Too little?”
She couldn’t think. No one promised cash payments of that ilk just for knocking a few heads around, maybe digging into some dirt. Still, she had no means of comparison and wasn’t about to let this smooth talker take her for a ride. “Maybe.”
His stare skewered her, but then an indulgent grin lightened the mood. “You need time to think over the compensation package. That’s understandable. Take the night. I’ll find you in the morning,” he promised.
To regain a semblance of power, she flicked a nonexistent piece of lint off the shoulder of his suit. Marisela had her bold moments, but touching a stranger, hunk or not, without a reason, was brazen, even for her.
She broke the contact, winked, then strolled to the door.
“Just sit tight, Mr. Blake. If I’m interested, I’ll find you.”
“MARISELA, WAKE UP! The traffic is going to suck if we don’t hit the road.”
Marisela rolled over, wincing as her muscles screamed in protest. Her brain throbbed in time to Lia’s pounding on the door. Dios mio. Why was Lia here at daybreak? To torture her?
“Marisela, open the door right now or I’m leaving without you.”
“Cállate!” she shouted, but the reverberation of the volume and pitch sent her flopping back into her pillow. “Por favor, mija, cállate.”
The last part came out in a pathetic croak, so Marisela pulled the sheet over her head and whimpered.
Apparently, her friend heard the desperation in Marisela’s voice and toned down her knocking to light taps.
“Marisela, your mother’s getting suspicious.”
With a groan, Marisela whipped off the tangled sheets. She sat up and staggered to the door, flipping the lock. Wavering, she waited for Lia to slip her skinny body inside before she crashed back on the mattress.
“Lock it,” Marisela ordered.
“Chica, you look like shit.”
Marisela forced her gaze to focus on Lia’s face, pretty and perky with that certain pale shade of olive skin designed to soak up the sun from Tuscany to Sorrento. She’d tamed her naturally bushy eyebrows into sleek arches and even though their plan today included nothing more than a lazy trip to the beach, Lia’s dark green eyes were as expertly lined as her mouth, which she’d tinted with a lipstick that matched the fuchsia pink swimsuit she wore underneath a sexy, white mesh cover-up.
Such perfection so early in the morning made Marisela’s stomach turn. “Why are you here so early?”
“Early? It’s ten-thirty. Frankie’s court appearance was at ten. Didn’t you call me before dawn and order me to shanghai you before he came down here and kicked your ass for whatever mysterious trick you pulled on him last night? Which, by the way, I’m still waiting to hear about in tantalizing detail.”
Marisela groaned, but Lia’s reminder spurred her to scramble out of bed and stumble toward her dresser. She scanned the collection of makeup, jewelry, perfumes, and assorted accessories from bracelets and bangles to toe rings and nail polish for an old discarded bottle of water, not quite ready to venture out of her room for a drink to relieve the dry, cottony coating inside her mouth. She found nothing and cursed, but Lia solved the problem in her usual no-nonsense way, retrieving a half-frozen bottle from her beach bag without being asked.
After drinking greedily, Marisela started to feel alive again.
Lia crossed her slim arms. “What happened last night?”
“My parents went out to dinner and stayed out until after three o’clock in the morning. They didn’t even call. I should ground them.”
Lia frowned. “That’s not what I’m asking about and you know it. What happened between you and Frankie?”
Marisela blew out a breath. It was an attempt at a whistle, but her lips were still too dry. “What didn’t happen last night?” She tossed the bottle back to Lia. She turned to shuffle through several bureau drawers until she found a one-piece tanksuit that would cover the bruises on her back.
“Well, you didn’t sleep well, for one thing,” Lia guessed.
Marisela laughed, the vibrations awakening the pain in her back. “I’m surprised I slept at all. Last night did not go as I expected.”
And she wasn’t even talking about Nestor Rocha or Ian Blake.
Lia dropped her bag on the cedar chest next to Marisela’s bed and proceeded to untangle the sheets so she could inject her usual order into Marisela’s chaotic world. “And you thought meeting with Frankie would be all business. Not so easy seeing him again, was it?”
Actually, hooking up with Frankie had been as effortless as slicing through custard with a razor-sharp knife. Marisela thought she’d steeled herself for the conflagration of emotions Frankie invariably invoked, particularly that sense of nostalgia for those younger, simpler days when she didn’t have to worry so much about getting a job, keeping a job, finding her own place and avoiding an ass-kicking from a ex-boyfriend who had valid reasons to be seriously pissed.
She’d thought wrong.
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
Lia slammed the drawer shut, catching the end of Marisela’s favorite black cover-up. “Listen here, chica, I didn’t get up early on my day off to take you to the beach and not get some serious dish. If you’re not spilling all the gory details,” she said, marching back to the bed and snapping the sheets tight, “then I’m going home to eat chocolate, lay out by the pool, and drink margaritas. Alone.”
Marisela whipped her nightshirt over her head. “You’re cruel. Bluffing, but cruel. You won’t ditch me until you’ve heard every juicy detail.”
She realized her error the minute Lia gasped, dropped the floral shams and rushed to her side. Lia planted her hands firmly on Marisela’s shoulders and turned her, slowly, her winces increasing with each black and blue mark.
“Marisela, what happened? Did Frankie do this?”
With care born of her pain, Marisela gingerly moved out of Lia’s reach. “¿Estás loca? Do you think he’d still be alive if he’d done this to me?”
Lia crossed her arms tightly, her size six-and-a-half foot tapping her hand-jeweled flip-flops on the carpeted floor. “If not him, then who?”
It had been a long time since Marisela had seen Lia’s face so pinched and disapproving. The outwardly straight-laced Angelia Santorini knew nearly everything about Marisela’s life, from her lovers to her jobs to her occasional run-ins with the law. But she’d disapproved only once—when Marisela had started hanging out with las Reinas. After Marisela finally decided to fight her way out of the gang, Lia had been her staunchest supporter. This morning, Marisela wanted to tell Lia about Nestor, about what he’d done, about what she’d done to stop him—but she kept her mouth shut. They weren’t kids anymore and murder was too much of a burden, even for her best friend.
“Can we stop talking about last night? Trust me, the guy who did this looks a lot worse.”
As in pale and dead.
Lia rolled her eyes, huffed and finished her project with the bed before turning her attention to Marisela’s clothes-strewn floor. “You’re in trouble again, aren’t you? Don’t deny it,” she said, tossing her hands up. “I know and you’re going to tell—”
At a knock on the door, they both jumped.
“Marisela, do you and Lia want café con leche? I’m turning off the stove. Papi’s on his way to pick me up.”
Marisela released the tight breath she’d been holding in her chest. “No, Mami. We’ll stop at Starbucks.”
As expected, her mother launched into a Spanish language rant on the less than acceptable brewing techniques of the Seattle coffee chain. As she retreated down the hall, back to the kitchen, her primary domain, her volume grew fainter. Lia covered her mouth to keep from laughing out loud, the humor erasing the picture of Nestor Rocha dead and bleeding on her Mother’s linoleum from Marisela’s mind.
“You always know how to yank your mother’s chain.”
Marisela tugged her cover-up free and tossed it on the bed. “I just want to get out of here.”
And avoid telling me what happened last night.”
Sooner or later, Lia deserved at least a portion of the truth, but right now all Marisela wanted was to leave. She had a strong suspicion that her house would be Frankie’s first stop after his court appearance. He’d promised to exact revenge after she’d left him handcuffed and horny last night. And Frankie kept his promises.
“When you came in, did Mami say anything about the neighbors this morning? You know complaining about noise?”
“Neighbors? What, did you and Frankie get a little too loud last night?”
Marisela slipped out of her panties and squeezed the rest of her size eight body and 36D breasts into her Lycra suit.
She’d probably get Lia out of the house a whole lot faster if she lied and said that she and Frankie had fucked like bunnies all night long. That was, after all, what Lia expected to hear. Unfortunately, there was a hell of a lot more to the story.
“Let’s take my car, okay?” Marisela said, opening her closet door and ignoring her friend’s suspicious stare as she dug out her sandals and beach bag. Since Lia drove a choice Ford Mustang convertible, Marisela never volunteered to drive. But when leftover sand and shells spilled onto her carpet from her bag, Lia agreed to the change in normal procedure.
For once, Marisela would play smart. Smart people knew how to move ahead of trouble, not stand around and wait for angry, revenge-focused ex-boyfriends to charge into their bedrooms and demand retribution for the humiliation of being tied naked to a bed then left for his mother to find him. Before she’d headed back to the club, she’d hooked the handcuff key over the doorknob, right where Frankie’s parents would find it. Didn’t mean he’d be any less pissed just because she’d ensured his quick release. So to speak.
Sufficiently packed, Marisela shot to the door. “Let’s blow.” Lia grabbed her arm. Marisela winced as pain shot through her. Lia’s eyes widened with rage.
“He did hurt you!”
“No, mija, I swear it wasn’t him.”
“Then why are you so afraid of Frankie finding you today?”
Bravado was wasted on Lia, who thought Marisela was pretty darned awesome most of the time, for whatever unfathomable reason. “When I left him last night, he was not a happy camper.
Lia shifted her weight to one hip and tried to lighten the moment with a suspicious half-smile. “Didn’t you satisfy your man, Marisela? I mean, I thought you took pride in that sort of thing.”
Marisela grabbed Lia by the cover-up and yanked her toward the door. “Right now, I’m taking great pride in staying alive.”
* * *
Marisela couldn’t catch a break. Though her mother had gone out back to the lanai where her washer and dryer shared space with her plastic patio furniture and rusting hibachi grill, Marisela’s father pushed through the side door from the driveway just as Marisela was about to grab the doorknob.
“Sneaking off again?”
“I’m twenty-eight years old, Papi. I don’t sneak.”
His expression, completely doubtful, softened when she smacked his leathery cheek with a kiss. The edge of his salt and pepper mustache tickled her lips. He smelled like Old Spice and dark, brewed coffee.
“Sí, and I’m Antonio Banderas,” Ernesto Morales quipped, his trademark eye twinkle offsetting the gruff set of his square jaw. “Where are you two troublemakers going on a work day? Does the mayor know my daughter is corrupting his assistant, Angelia?”
Lia batted her lashes with that special little-girl finesse that all Latina daughters learned when dealing with their muy macho fathers. Technically, Lia wasn’t Latina—her mother and father were second-generation Italian American, but having grown up just two blocks over, Lia had balanced between the two distinct cultures with the skill of an Olympic gymnast. She spoke Castilian Spanish courtesy of the teachers at Tampa Catholic High School, Italian thanks to her parents and grandparents, and Ybor City Cuban picked up in various and sundry conversations with the Morales family, who considered her one of their own. Lia added diversity to Marisela’s distinctly Cuban-American experience—not to mention the added value of having Lia’s mother’s fantasy-inducing meatballs every Sunday, followed with coffee and fig cookies that nearly caused spontaneous orgasms.
“It’s my day off, Mr. Morales,” Lia explained. “Even city employees deserve a vacation day every once and a while.”
He sniffed derisively, but with a smile. Marisela wondered if her father understood the concept of time off for good behavior. For as long as she’d been alive, her father had missed work maybe three times—the day she was born, the day her sister Belinda was born and the day he’d had to bail Marisela out of jail. She winced, realizing that last event had actually happened on more than one occasion.
“What about you, Marisela?” He leveled his dark gaze on her, his black irises piercing. “A job isn’t going to come looking for you.”
“I have some leads on work, Papi, but today I’m working on my tan.”
“Nonsense! You were born with a tan.”
“I’ve been meaning to thank you for that.”
“Where’s your mother?”
“Right here, Ernesto.” Aida Morales squeezed her petite body through the screen door, a pile of folded towels clutched in her thin arms. How her mother remained so skinny had been a topic of frustrated conversation between her and Belinda for years. Their mother didn’t serve a meal that didn’t include at least one fried item—from steaks to potatoes to platanos.
The only thing the sisters could figure was that their mother rarely remained still. She rose early every morning to fix breakfast for their father, then proceeded with the housework until sometime after nine-thirty, when their father came home from opening the store at six A.M. to collect his wife who ran the deli at their small but popular corner store. The Morales’ bodega, on the corner of Habana and Tampania, provided sundry items from cold milk to fresh-baked Cuban bread alongside neighborhood gossip and local politics.
Aida plopped the towels onto a chair, knocked her fists onto her slim hips, and glanced around the kitchen with her lips turned down. “Something’s wrong in here.”
Uninterested, Ernesto shook open his newspaper. The hard crack of the newsprint nearly sent Marisela into the ceiling.
Her mother’s eyes snapped on her, then narrowed into inky slits. “What aren’t you telling me, Marisela?”
Marisela folded her lips inward and did her best “I’m innocent and didn’t kill a criminal in your kitchen” imitation. She followed her bewildered expression with a quizzical look, shooting it first at her mother, then at Lia, then back.
Her mother wasn’t buying. “Something is not right. I know my house. I can feel these things, and you,” she said, pointing directly at Marisela, “know it.”
Marisela fought the urge to shift her balance or offer denial too soon. Her mother was a sweet, loving, trusting woman, but her maternal radar could spot a lie with frightening accuracy. With a shrug, Marisela turned back toward Lia and lifted her eyebrows.
Her friend instantly took the hint.
“So, señora, how was your fancy dinner last night?”
Saved!
Aida launched into an excited and animated description of the entire night, causing Marisela to decide to buy the first round of drinks at the tiki bar at whatever beach she and Lia ended up at. Of course, she had been the one to tell Lia about her parent’s wild night out in the first place, so she deserved a little credit.
Her father intruded on her thoughts of piña coladas with his deep, level voice. “Marisela, Manolo Diaz had some interesting news for me this morning.”
He didn’t look up from his paper—he didn’t have to. Her father could scare the shit out of her from another room with that calm, controlled voice of his.
Manolo was the neighbor across the street. Marisela could only imagine what tale he’d come to tell her father. “Really?” She wandered to the counter and grabbed an apple from a bowl, then went to the fridge to score a glass of juice.
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