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SINCE 1998.

PAULINE BAIRD JONES

ABOUT THIS READING GUIDE

Have questions? This guide will answer a lot of them and perhaps
some questions you didn’t know you had.
This reading guide was designed to:
1) Give readers a detailed resource to all of my books and their
reading order.
2) Give interested readers information about my books, why I
wrote them, and excerpts of those books.
3) Answers to common questions (such as who is Perilous
Pauline) and insights into how I pick what to write next and hints
about what might be coming.
Grab a copy! You might ﬁnd out something you didn’t know.

WHO IS PERILOUS PAULINE
ANYWAY?

According to Goodreads, I am a dead
author. They say I died in 1999. No one
told me until a few years ago. Yes, I found
out I was dead from someone on Twitter.
From a virtual stranger. It’s the kind of
thing you hope to ﬁnd out from your
family…
Since I’d already been writing as a dead author, I didn’t stop
writing. So far being dead has not lifted me out of obscurity and I
can’t even say that I live in hope. Other interesting (or not) tidbits
about me:
* I was a reader before I was a writer.
* I share a “birth” year with Godzilla. I know, cool, right?
* The Perilous Pauline moniker came about because of
melodrama.
* The mayhem in my books happened because I have four
brothers.
* I published my ﬁrst book in 1998. It was a digital release. Yes,
it was (barely) possible to have a digital release in 1998.
* I don’t know what killed me in 1999.
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Who is Perilous Pauline anyway?

* Being dead is the same as being alive, so don’t ask me how
things are in the afterlife. I know, I’m disappointed, too.
You can ﬁnd out more weird things about me on my blog:
My biggest secret revealed.
I was accused of being…
I try to explain me…
I know, my books are more interesting than I am. I hope you’ll
keep clicking through this guide and ﬁnd something you like. :-)

IT STARTS WITH MAYHEM
& ROMANCE

I sold my ﬁrst short story in 1989, but struggled to ﬁnd a novellength idea until 1992. I was watching the ﬁrst Gulf War on TV (it
was a Thing right then) and suddenly I had an Idea. I wrote furi‐
ously for three months and ended up with a monster manuscript
and the hope that I could do it (write another novel) again.
But at the time, editors and agents were looking for series type
novels. (Oh, wait, they still are, but I don’t care! haha) My ﬁrst book
didn’t lend itself to a long term series, so I tried again.
And while I was struggling with getting the novel writing ﬁgured
out, I continued to write short stories. My short stories are the only
time I was able to write romance without the mayhem, by the way.
(Note: no actual characters were harmed in the writing of my
novels. Okay, some were, but they were made up. Mostly.)

THE SPY WHO KISSED ME

This suburbanite is about to meet a dashing spy…
Isabel “Stan” Stanley is stuck in a rut in
the DC suburbs. As a wannabe romance
writer, she hopes a sexy muse falls into her
lap. But she never expected a handsome spy
to dive through her sunroof…
Pursued by a hail of bullets,
international CIA Agent Kelvin Kapone
didn’t have plans to make a friend. But
when his latest mission puts him in the
bewildering burbs, the charming Stan is a surprisingly strong guide.
As he discovers a chilling terrorist plot, Kelvin doesn’t want to admit
that he may just need the suburbanite’s help…
Despite her best efforts, Stan can’t break free from the
dangerous mission. And while being in close quarters with a sexy
spy is getting her great material for her novel, it won’t do her much
good if they both end up dead…
The Spy Who Kissed Me is a suspenseful comedic romance novel.
If you like high-stakes action, laugh-out-loud scenes, and stories
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where opposites attract, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’ awardwinning tale of espionage.
Buy The Spy Who Kissed Me to pucker up for a fun, ﬂirty escape
today!

When I got the idea for Pig in a Park (which was later renamed The
Spy Who Kissed Me), I just wanted to write A book. I had written
some short stories and articles but had yet to ﬁnish a novel. There
are some milestones that tell you that you're progressing with your
writing. Finishing is one of those milestones. Even crappy books are
hard to ﬁnish. Seriously, it's a WHOLE book. Pages and pages of
words. Thousands of letters and symbols.
So yeah, we give ourselves a high ﬁve for that ﬁrst ﬁnish.
For me, Pig in a Park was my ﬁrst high ﬁve. Thankfully it was
more than just a stagger across the ﬁnish line. I had a great time
writing Pig. At the time I wrote it, I didn't know about all the "rules"
I was breaking with such glee. Yes, I staggered across the ﬁnish line
and fell on my face in exhaustion, but then I rolled over and laughed
out loud. (This was before LOL.)
So, why did I write Pig in a Park aka The Spy Who Kissed Me?
Because I could. Because no one told me I couldn't. (I later met
all those people and I still think they were wrong. Grin)
Other things you may not know about my Pig:
1. I wrote it in ﬁrst person because I didn't know it Wasn't Done
Anymore. It was also 5oo typed pages. Also not done in tradi‐
tional publishing at the time. (Later edited down to a more manage‐
able length, then some of it added back in when I re-released it in
2011.)
2. I wrote it while the ﬁrst Gulf War was appearing daily on TV
(1992-ish). This was NEW.
3. At the time, I was ambivalent about computers and used to
switch back and forth between writing by hand, on the typewriter,
and on the computer.
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4. One day, I typed for so many hours that the tips of my ﬁngers
went numb.
5. I got my ﬁrst agent because of this book. And my second.
6. At the time I started marketing it romantic-suspense-womenin-jeopardy-etc books were considered DOA by New York. Espe‐
cially if they were funny. Multi-genre was a dirty word in publishing
back then because it made a book hard to market.
7. My Pig was the ﬁrst digital-only book to be nominated for an
RT Book Reviews (then it was called Romantic Times) Reviewers Choice
Award. It was nominated with six NYT bestselling authors. It also
received a Dorothy Parker Award of Excellence.
8. It was released for the first time in 1998 and has "traveled"
through four publishers before I released it myself in August of 2013.
9. Pig in a Park was renamed to The Spy Who Kissed Me because
my ﬁrst print publisher thought the title wasn't romantic enough.
10. Pig in a Park was produced in audio back in 2000 and was
very popular on cassette tape in truck stops. I even have some copies of
it on cassette. O.O As The Spy Who Kissed Me it released again (with a
new narrator) in audio. I have no idea how it is doing in truck stops
this time. It's a different world.
So there you are. The story behind The Spy Who Kissed Me. And
possibly more than you wanted to know.

What others have said about The Spy Who Kissed Me:
"The Spy Who Kissed Me will entertain you, make you laugh, give
your grey cells a bit of a work out, and lift your mood. This book is
such a gem and I absolutely loved it. The Spy Who Kissed Me is FUN
in book form." Manic Readers
"Pauline Baird Jones' debut contemporary, [The Spy Who Kissed
Me] is a delightful madcap romp that will leave readers eagerly
anticipating future works by this amazing new talent." Patricia
Rouse, Romantic Times Columnist
“Pauline Baird Jones’ humor is exquisite comic genius! Her

6

PA U L I N E B A I R D J O N E S

characters are phenomenal and colorful as a rainbow. Move over
James Bond!” The Bells and Beaux of Romance
"[The Spy Who Kissed Me]" by Pauline B. Jones is a lively,
sharply-written new cozy...that deserves attention." Dick Adler, Crime
Watch
". . . . a remarkable new talent . . Pauline Baird Jones and her
hilarious novel [The Spy Who Kissed Me] make their debut.
Written in ﬁrst person, this adventurous romp is a 14 karat gem, and
I for one would love to see more from this vastly amusing author."
Four & 1/2 Stars from RT Book Reviews
"A romantic suspense, action-packed mystery, or a sizzling
romance, the choice is yours because [The Spy Who Kissed Me] is
all three, and more. . . The characters are many, varied, and
unusual. The plot has as many twists as a kitten-snarled ball of yarn,
but Ms. Jones manages to smooth out every kink, unsnarl the impos‐
sible, and deliver a book that is absolutely engrossing, engaging, and
balm for your funny bone." Under The Covers Reviews
"[The Spy Who Kissed Me] is at once a mystery, a suspense
thriller, an action adventure, a comedy, and a romance. Ms. Jones is
a talented author who has a funny, unique way of looking at the
world that will delight fans of almost any genre. Her heroine is
extraordinary, her dialogue is catchy, and her plot . . . well, her plot
must be experienced to be believed. This is a great book." Painted
Rock Writers Colony
"Pauline Baird Jones bursts onto the scene with an irresistibly
fun-ﬁlled voice . . . ["The Spy Who Kissed Me"] is the perfect show‐
case for this highly talented author . . .The reader will keep turning
pages well into the night. Ms. Jones' sense of humor shines
throughout the book, leaving one with a fond memory of fun even
after the last page is turned." Word Museum
"Pauline Baird Jones brings us on a delightfully wild caper
through mystery, adventure and love in her debut book. I laughed
right from the beginning and was sorry the story had to end. " The
Lover's Knot
"[The Spy Who Kissed Me] is one of those books that deﬁes
categorization. It's romantic, mysterious, adventurous, suspenseful.
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And it has a great title. Ms. Jones has a way with a plot. A very
winding, twisting, intriguing way. She also has a way with charac‐
ters, and a way with dialogue. Yet another unique and immensely
talented author who has written a unique and imminently satisfying
book. Oh and by the way, it's funny too. Really funny, not just slap‐
stick funny. And books that are really funny are not that easy to
ﬁnd." Four & 1/2 stars from Affair de Coeur
Buy The Spy Who Kissed Me to pucker up for a fun, ﬂirty escape
today!

1ST CHAPTER - THE SPY WHO
KISSED ME

I’d never have gotten mixed up in the ﬁrst murder if Mrs.
Macpherson hadn’t caught the ﬂu, but I can’t blame her for capri‐
cious fate rolling the “who’s shall I smite today?” dice and my name
—Isabel Stanley—coming up.
Isabel. Picture someone petite, fragile and blonde, done in soft
pastels, lusciously formed—and you’ll know how I don’t look. Most
people ﬁnd it less stressful to call me Stan when faced with a reality
that is tall, lots of leg, and colored with crayons in brown and pasty
white. Don’t get me wrong. Being darn near invisible isn’t the worst
thing that can happen to you. Ask my twin sister Rosemary about
her ex. Just be sure to do it from a safe distance. Calling her spitting
mad isn’t an exercise in the theoretical.
I used to be a safe distance from her and my mother until six
months ago when my instinct for survival got swamped by guilt.
Since my livelihood happens via computer and a sketch pad, I was
able to make the move from New Orleans, Louisiana to Arlington,
Virginia almost painlessly. Painless isn’t possible with my mother in
the mix. She’s a fundamentalist Baptist who wanted me to give her
more grandchildren, not give the world children’s books featuring a
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cartoon roach named Cochran. That it pays very well only adds
insult to her imagined injury.
My mother’s unhappiness with my roach didn't matter when a
signiﬁcant part of the country separated us, but my dad died and
Rosemary's husband, Dag had a mid-life crisis, with lots of gold
chains, a Mercedes-Benz, and a twenty-year-old secretary. Dag
moved out. Mother wanted to move in, eager to help. Rosemary was
in shock or she would have considered the consequences of intro‐
ducing into her nineties household a woman who still lived in the
ﬁfties. I tried to warn Rose, I tried to reason with our Mother, but
they didn't listen to me. They never do. Nor did they admit I'd been
right when they called me. They just indicated in their differing
ways that a move back to Arlington would be for my best good.
My mother believed that I’d never have stooped to writing about
a roach if I’d stayed in Virginia. She was right. I'd have been too
busy dodging blind dates. Didn’t matter that there were good
reasons these guys were still single—scary reasons. I wouldn’t have
caved, but Rosemary made me an offer I should have refused: rentfree possession of the apartment over the garage that “Dag, that
rotten scumbag, mostly ﬁnished before he lost his mind over that
slut.” I capitulated with calculated reluctance. I wanted Rosemary in
my debt without giving away the fact that I had my reasons for
moving to the rescue.
Perky, disgusting little Cochran the Cockroach had reached a level of
popularity that had my publicist talking book tour. Not the talk show
circuit or high-style launch parties. No, she wanted me to make an
endless round of library story hours and school assemblies ﬁlled
with packs of children asking questions like, “Why are there bubbles
in spit?” and “Do you curl the hair in your nose?” I gave up
teaching elementary school to get away from questions like that.
I explained my family problem and the role I was to play in the
tragic-comedy.
“You could be on the radio!” she countered
“Well, I don't need some guy asking me why I write about a
roach and haven't ever married. I have my mother to do that.”
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“All right,” she conceded with a sigh, “but I think you're nuts.
The tour isn’t forever. Moving in with your mother could be.”
Before I realized I’d been insulted, she rang off and I went back
to abandoning all hope and packing. It wasn’t without a pang—or a
million pangs—that I gave up my apartment, bid farewell to the
pastries and jazz of the Big Easy, and moved in over Rosemary's
garage to be part-time house-aunt and resident thorn in my moth‐
er's side, freeing Rosemary to pursue her quest to strip Dag of the
trappings of his mid-life crisis, from his gold chains to the MercedesBenz. She didn't want the twenty-year old.
In the interests of her long-term mental health, it was a good
thing she was successful. Though Rosemary and I possess the same
physical attributes, they seem to work better for her. She made a
favorable impression on the judge, aided by Dag who dragged his
child-lover to the proceedings and forgot to request visitation rights
to his children. Rosemary didn't get the gold chains, but she got
most everything else—including the Mercedes.
No surprise our fractured little family was rubbing along about
as smooth as chalk on a blackboard when Reverend Hilliard called
and asked me to sub for Mrs. Macpherson at the organ during
youth choir practice. I like playing the organ, and I had no reason to
think it might be dangerous. Besides, they have hot chocolate after‐
wards. They have to. It’s January in our tiny suburb of DC and our
church is old and cold.
Since I have an aversion to freezing to death and my blood was
thinned by my time down South, I dressed for the impending Arctic
conditions. Starting with thermals, I worked my way out to jeans
and a wooly mammoth sweater, ﬁnishing with snow socks and boots.
I pulled my hair back in its customary braid and brushed artiﬁcial
roses onto my unremarkable cheekbones. When I could do no more,
I collected coat, hat, and gloves, and opened the door that separated
my over-the-garage apartment-by-Goodwill from my sister’s House
Beautiful.
Down in the kitchen, I found my mother watching the Gulf War
on television. It felt weird, but everyone was doing it. It was our ﬁrst
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televised war. My favorite part was the scud studs—and the soldiers.
And let’s not forget those men in uniform. What wasn’t to like about
that? The only thing that could distract my mother from smart
bombs—she’d never admit she watched the scud studs, too—was
me. It’s a gift.
Her meticulously plucked brows arched into her gray fringe as
she examined my jeans. She thinks jeans are too comfortable and
should be banned. Comfort isn’t the road to true happiness.
Discomfort is—if you rejoice in it. Or something like that.
“Slacks, Isabel?” My mother has the perfect voice for registering
disapproval. It is light and smooth, but with bite, like plain yogurt.
“I’m allergic to frostbite.” I bent to root through the refrigerator
for the pickles. Rejoiced when I found them, used my ﬁngers to dig
out a big one.
“You’ll reek of pickle juice. You know Reverend Hilliard dislikes
pickles.”
I knew that. It was why I was pickle diving. I looked up in time
to catch the match-making gleam in her eye. I wanted to believe she
wasn’t that desperate to remove the stain of singleness from my
name, but I knew she was. The only thing she wanted more than my
marriage to a testosterone carrier was Rosemary’s ex-husband
castrated and forced to live the rest of his life as an impotent
handyman for a women’s sorority.
She’s still got some work to do on the forgiveness thing.
“How could anyone dislike pickles?” Holding her avid gaze with
my limpid one, I submerged my hand in the jar again and then
wiped the pungent residue down the side of my jeans. If I had to,
I’d hang dill around my neck to keep the reverend away. No way I
was getting intimate with a guy under close scrutiny from God.
“Maybe her tight jeans will distract him from the smell,” Rose‐
mary, said from the doorway, her smile shadowed. Suffering agreed
with her. Our mutual assets still looked better hanging from her
bones than they ever had from mine.
“They are very tight.” She looked and sounded conﬂicted. Tight
was bad, but men were men, and if that’s what it took to get one she
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would consider looking the other way—even as she planned my
guilt trip.
A good thing the telephone rang and dislocated the conversa‐
tion. Before any of us could answer it, Rosemary’s eldest daughter,
Candice, swirled into the room and scooped up the receiver. Tele‐
phone answering is the only known beneﬁt of having a thirteenyear-old in the house.
“Jeez, it’s for you, Stan.” She thrust the telephone at me like I’d
committed a crime, then vanished, leaving a shimmering trail of
hormones quivering in the air to mark her passage.
My mother stared at the place where Candice had been, then
turned to look down her nose at me. “I wish you wouldn’t
encourage the children to call you Stan. Isabel is a lovely name.”
No one needed encouragement to call me Stan, but I didn’t
waste breath pointing this out. I didn’t have time for one of our
automatic arguments. I applied the phone to an ear. “Hello?”
“Isabel?”
Okay, so no one except Muir Kenyon called me Isabel. Muir
would be at the top of my mother’s potential husband list, because
of his lukewarm interest in me, if he weren’t also the brother of
Rosemary’s ex-husband. It was awkward, but Muir is so clueless he
hasn’t ﬁgured that out yet.
“Hello, Muir.” I sounded resigned because I felt resigned. It was
all Muir could inspire in a woman, I’m afraid.
“I was wondering if you would care to join me for a cup of hot
chocolate this evening? I wrote a new computer program I’d like to
show you.”
Somehow Muir has realized I love hot chocolate like hobbits
love mushrooms, while totally missing the fact that his computer talk
puts me in a coma.
“Gee, I’m sorry. Reverend Hilliard asked me to play the organ
for youth choir tonight. Mrs. Macpherson has the ﬂu.”
“Can we meet afterward? I designed this program myself.”
Wow, tempting, but… “No.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow.”
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He would, but I didn’t have time to get depressed about it. I had
to leave before I compounded my sins by being late. I hung up the
telephone and shrugged on my jacket while examining Rosemary
from under my lashes. She seemed to be in as good of a mood as
she could be post divorce.
“Could I borrow your Mercedes, Rose? My car was raised in
New Orleans and doesn’t know how to produce heat unless it’s
already hot out.”
She frowned. Rosemary is a triﬂe possessive with her things.
When we were kids in nursery school, she used to spend the whole
playtime with her toys stacked in the corner guarding them against
forays by other kids. And she knows I sometimes daydream while I
drive, leading me to end up somewhere other than where I intended
—which doesn’t mean I’ve put a scratch on anything of hers.
I watched her struggle between her protective passion for the car
she’d wrested from her ex and the knowledge she needed me to
drive carpool in the morning because she had a class in glue gun
technique. Indebtedness can be a terrible burden if you have a
great car.
“The keys are in my purse. Just be careful,” she muttered.
“I’ll treat it like it was my own.”
Her brows shot up. “Not good enough.”
“None of those accidents was my fault,” I protested. “New
Orleans is an automotive Bermuda Triangle!”
“One scratch—”
“Cross my heart and hope to die if I don’t take care of your
precious car.” How fate must have chortled with glee as I unknow‐
ingly threw down a gauntlet in front of it. I didn’t hear it. I was too
busy pulling on my wool fedora and, tugging it down over my ears.
My mother tsk-tsked and adjusted the hat to a more suitable angle
on my head. When she was satisﬁed, she gave my cheek a pat that
was part fond, partly annoyed, and let me escape out the door for
my rendezvous with destiny.
As soon as I was out of her sight, I jerked my hat down again. It
was cold, and I’m a grownup who can do what she likes when her
mother isn’t looking.
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When the youthful hallelujahs faded into the frigid halls, I followed
the hormonal herd to the kitchen for my earthly reward: the
promised hot chocolate ﬁx. At ﬁrst, the brew was too hot to drink,
so I wrapped my hands around my cup and let the warmth seep
into my chilled ﬁngers. I sniffed, inhaling the fragrant steam of
nature’s perfect food. After a time, I blew on the surface, took a
tentative sip, then closed my eyes and savored the rich bouquet, the
hint of hazel nut—
“Stanley!” Jerome Jeffries, oblivious to the ﬁner nuances of hot
chocolate consumption on account of his extreme youth, pulled me
to one side. “We got us a job!”
I guess this is where I admit I play keyboard and sing in a band.
Beneath my insigniﬁcant chest, lurks a powerful pair of lungs, the
better to fuel a fair voice. Another one of God's little jokes, I've
always thought, putting all the power where it couldn't be seen.
Jerome, cuter than Val Kilmer, a mere twenty years old, and the
guiding light of the band recruited me not long after I moved
home. It wasn’t hard. I let myself be dazzled by visions of jiving to
“Wild Thing” or “I Love Rock’n Roll.” I’d save Woolly Bully for the
encore…
I know better now.
Jerome wanted to be a crooner like Harry Connick, Jr. or Frank
Sinatra, so we played bubble music. I thought we should call
ourselves “Sad,” but Jerome liked “Star Dust” better. So did my
mother, who pointed out that I was too old for such nonsense. I told
her that actually I was too young.
It was for this reason, I greeted Jerome’s announcement of a
new gig with some wariness.
“Please tell me it’s not another anniversary?” Didn’t people
know the divorce rate was up?
“This is totally not an anniversary.” His mouth curved into a grin
that could have taught Tom Cruise a thing or two. My heart may
have pit-a-patted a bit at the sight of it.
“It’s a rally in support of the troops of Desert Storm at Grant
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Park. You won’t believe this, but we’ve been asked to play back-up
for the one and only Lee Greenwood.”
I waited a moment, but he didn’t grin again.
“Lee Greenwood. Wow.” I paused. “Who’s Lee Greenwood?”
Jerome laughed like I’d just been witty. Laughing kinked the area
around his eyes, his mouth and my mid-section. I sipped my choco‐
late, the scientiﬁc equivalent of pouring gasoline on a ﬁre and then
tugged at the collar of my sweater. Perhaps the thermals were a
mistake. Tommy, our bass guitarist and a dead ringer for Michael J.
Fox, mistook this for a summons and joined us. Okay, so it wasn’t
just the dream of playing in a band that made me agree to play
bubble music on my weekends. I’m a Baptist, not a saint.
After more exclamations of mutual delight, we agreed to get
together before the rally to rehearse. I downed the last of my choco‐
late, because it’s a Commandment—or should be—not to waste
chocolate, and watched them leave. The combined heat of their
cute and my hot chocolate surged through my body like the rising
tide. I think my eyebrows were steaming. I was on my way to being
my own weather system as the heat spread out, seeking those parts
of my body encased in thermal and wool. I needed to remove some
layers, but stripping in a church was the fast track to hell. I was all
about the slow track.
I headed for the door but got cut off at the pass by Reverend
Hilliard. I was dripping with sweat and he looked like he couldn’t
sweat and never would. His blinding smile featured two rows of
gleaming, reverential teeth. He looked like he’d been born with the
clerical collar around his neck. I fought back a sudden urge to
confess something. It wasn’t a lack of material, you understand, but
fear of bursting into ﬂames. Didn’t seem like a good plan to incin‐
erate a man of God.
“I can’t thank you enough for helping us out, Miss Stanley. I
pray it didn’t inconvenience you too much?”
He probably had prayed. So glad he was keeping God updated
on my movements.
“It wasn’t a problem. I’m glad to help out the kids.” I didn’t
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think he was interested me—because I’d seen me in the mirror—but
it didn’t hurt to be honest. Just in case God was listening in. He
smiled again, upping my guilt level by a factor of something times
something else. I taught English, not math before I quit to write
roaches. I added before he could pile on more guilt, “I really have to
be going. I have Rosemary’s car and she likes it home by ten.”
He looked at me like I’d kicked a puppy but he forgave me
because that’s just the kind of preacher guy he was. I ﬂed because
that’s the kind of girl I was.
Outside the cold air sizzled against my hot cheeks. Just prior to
spontaneous combustion, I stripped off the jacket, hat, and gloves,
and tossed them into the back seat. I’d have taken off the thermals,
too, but I didn’t want to get arrested in the church parking lot. I slid
behind the wheel and started the motor. The heater blew cold.
Before it could change its mind, I switched it to cold vent and
opened the sunroof, welcoming the combined rush of frigid air
across my steaming face and neck. As I kicked it into gear, cold
began a slow seep into the thermal covered areas.
Earlier, snow had mixed with rain. Clouds still obscured the
stars, but the air was now dry and devoid of ﬂakes. In the ﬁtful light
of the street lamps, the road gleamed slick and empty. I drove with
caution—because it wasn’t my car—enjoying the feel of fresh air,
sweet solitude—a rare commodity in our over-stocked household—
and a great car. Pleasantly tired and full of chocolate, I drove on
auto-pilot, my thoughts drifting to my current romance novel with
its impending love scene that I still didn’t know how to write.
“Get a better imagination or a lover, Stan,” my agent had
advised, the one time I’d let her read a draft.
“Maybe I should get a new agent,” I muttered. About then I saw
the stop sign and hit the brakes. Across the intersection, an unfa‐
miliar street retreated into murk, lit only by the faint glow of the
street lamps.
“Great.” I’d taken a wrong turn again. I crossed the intersection,
straining to read the signs. The one I managed to pick out was sort
of familiar, but I couldn’t place myself relative to home—
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To my right, several ﬁrecrackers went off, one right after the
other.
Then a man burst through the bay window of a house.

Buy The Spy Who Kissed Me to pucker up for a fun, ﬂirty escape
today!

DO WAH DIDDY DIE

A free spirit in search of answers. A by-thebook detective. It’s hard to stay alive in The
Big Easy…
Free-spirited Luci Seymour has returned
home for a rare occasion in her family - a
wedding. While the Seymours don’t believe
in love or marriage, they do believe in
secrets. Luci thinks the wedding may be her
last chance to uncover the true identity of
her father, but her crazy aunts are sworn to
secrecy…
Mickey Ross is predictable to a fault. The New Orleans detective
arrives with time to spare to pick up his soon-to-be in-law from the
airport. What he didn’t plan for was the barrage of bullets waiting
for his alluring passenger…
Before he knows it, Luci has entangled Mickey in a race against
time to track down the gunmen. The duo realizes the attack may
have something to do with Luci’s hidden past. But ﬁnding out the
truth could get them both killed…
Do Wah Diddy Die is a sexy, entertaining suspense novel. If you
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like shocking mysteries, eccentric casts of characters, and the
vibrant streets of New Orleans, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’
tale of murder and mayhem on the bayou.
Buy Do Wah Diddy Die today for fast-paced fun in The Big Easy!

A long time ago, in another century (no, really, it was another
century), an author (me) ﬁnished a book (The Spy Who Kissed Me)
though she called it PIG IN A PARK back then) and got an agent
who wanted her to write something easier to sell to Big Publishing.
She asked me to write a book that was a) more commercial and
b) had the potential to be a series.
Needless to say, I failed miserably.
But Do Wah Diddy Die was about me trying.
So I guess you could say I started the book for commercial gain.
I set it in New Orleans because it was a fun location. It was a
mystery/sort of romance. It had quirky characters and lots of
potential for ongoing mayhem.
And the ﬁrst draft read like a movie script and not a novel.
Yeah.
So, I learned how to write movie scripts and made it into an
actual movie script. Back then it was called I Love Luci - When I Don’t
Want to Kill Her. (The Desilu Corp made me stop using it, so I
renamed it Do Wah Diddy Die.) It won some script awards, got
optioned and almost became a real movie.
Life happens.
But a funny thing happened on the way to writing this novel.
I lost my agent. (It really is kind of a funny story”in a dark and
twisted way.) So I didn’t have to write it for her.
I rediscovered the joy of not writing for the market. And, oddly
enough, working on the script helped the book become an actual
novel and not a sort of novelized movie script, trying-to-please-myagent book.
It was very, um, Zen. Yeah, Zen. Like totally, man.
I probably shouldn’t admit this, but it kind of surprises me when
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people love Do Wah Diddy Die. It started out so “awkwardly” like a
teen that didn’t want to grow up…so sometimes I have a hard time
seeing its maturation into a “real” book. I wrote it so of course, I
like it, but it didn’t ﬂow out of me the way The Spy Who Kissed Me
did and I guess I’m always afraid that readers will see that and
accuse me of faking it or something.
You did know that writers are needy and insecure, didn’t you?
While it is “ofﬁcially” my second book, I ﬁnished The Last Enemy
ﬁrst, because I guess I had to grow up some, too, so I could write it.
What I learned (ﬁnally) is that each book is a new and different
experience. Some books do come to me almost fully formed and
eager to be written down. Some must be wooed, even courted to
strut their stuff. They like being difﬁcult. They make me grow
(though Do Wah Diddy Die is so goofy, it makes me laugh to think it
taught me stuff) as a writer. I don’t always like it at the time, but
when it’s done, yeah, I like that.
The other important thing I learned from writing Do Wah
Diddy Die was that I could finish a difficult book. This may seem
like a “duh” thing, but every time I start a book, there is a
moment of fear that this will be the book I can’t finish. Then I
remember my awkward “teen” book, Do Wah Diddy Die, and I
think, Hey, if I could finish that crazy book, I can finish this
book, too.
It didn’t become a series, though I did write two short stories for
some anthologies. They can be found in Do Wah Diddy Delete. I won’t
say I’ll never write more Luci and Mickey because Life still has a
way of surprising me when it Happens. But for now, I’ve moved on
to other projects.

What others have said about Do Wah Diddy Die:
"A most excellent experience!" Jill Smith, Romantic Times; 4 Stars.
"I could hardly bear to put this book down for anything." Five
thumbs up from Kathy Boswell, Kathy's Faves and Raves
"For an absolutely laugh-til-your-sides-ache reading experience
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don't miss this terriﬁc e-book!" - Patricia Rouse, Romantic Times
Columnist
"Once again, Pauline Jones has managed to write a book that
rivals anything other comedy writers have put out there for the
discerning reader. Ms. Jones' tongue-in-cheek writing style will
appeal to anybody, with or without a sense of humor. I spent half
my time roaring with laughter and the other half enthralled with
the mystery of 'whodunit'. This book is a must read of the highest
caliber for anyone who just loves a great book, a good laugh and a
fantastic story." Ariana Overton for Midnight Scribe, Murder List, Word‐
Weaving, Tracy's Book Reviews, ebookconnections.com and Sharpwriter
“This book is a must read of the highest caliber for anyone who
just loves a great book, a good laugh and a fantastic story." Tracy's
Book Reviews
"If you have ever read Pauline Jones' work, I won't need to say
anything more than "she's raised the bar once again." Beyond good,
excellent, and all the rest of my store of superlatives, DO WAH
DIDDY…DIE had me recommending it to all my email friends
before I had read more than ten pages." Crescent Blues
Buy Do Wah Diddy Die today for fast-paced fun in The Big Easy!

2ND CHAPTER - DO WAH DIDDY DIE

Mickey Ross was not a happy man.
He’d just come off a two-day stakeout and had the rumpled suit
and unshaven chin to prove it. He was tired. He was cranky. And he
wasn’t home in bed having that dream where the cover girl for
Sports Illustrated was rubbing sun tan lotion onto his back.
He looked at where he didn’t want to be, but the waiting area of
the New Orleans International Airport didn’t fade to something
more pleasing. Nor did the stuffed pig dangling at the end of his
arm vanish into the nightmare realm where it belonged.
Mickey glared down at it. Bad enough for a cop to be keeping
company with any pig, but this pig, well, if it’s lurid pink and purple
surface was any indication, it had never been a beauty. Time had
rubbed away the ﬂuff from its surface and left one sorry black eye
hanging by a single thread over the patchy remains of a black grin
on its square snout. Its tattered ensemble began and ended with a
limp ribbon knotted around a fat neck.
In an effort to distance himself from his ratty companion,
Mickey held it by the tatty end of the ribbon and twirled it with
more than a hint of vindictiveness.
In between twirls, he pondered the unkind fate that had landed
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him in this ﬁx. If Eddie hadn’t decided to end sixty years of bache‐
lorhood, he wouldn’t be waiting for a damn ﬂower girl for the damn
wedding, with only a stuffed pig for an introduction. Who ﬂew in a
little girl for a geriatric wedding anyway? New Orleans was full of
little girls who’d probably love tossing petals. But no, they had to
import one, then pick a total stranger to collect her—with an
obnoxious pig as the icebreaker. Convenient that Eddie had discov‐
ered pressing business in Mandeville tonight.
The least he could have done was warn him about the old
ladies. How could his own uncle send him into battle, into that
mineﬁeld of weirdness, without even a warning? A mineﬁeld that
had kept going off in his face no matter what he did, a horror—
except for the one small oasis of sanity known as Miss Gracie, who
had saved him from the stuffed dragon, but not the pig.
He just wished he knew where Eddie’s Unabelle—was that a
name to make a guy ﬂinch—ﬁt in with the Seymours. She didn’t
seem to be a relative. She was just...there, like a black hole. He sure
hoped the lights were on in her upper story for Eddie or he’d learn
there were worse things than a lonely retirement.
A stir at the gate quickly became arrival as passengers ﬁltered
off the plane. With the end in sight, Mickey straightened in hope.
That’s when it occurred to his weary brain that a stuffed pig
might be a less than adequate introduction to the kid. What had
possessed the parents to entrust their kid to the uncertain care of
three batty old ladies? He studied each small, whining arrival,
wondering which one was his. A security guard loomed up on one
side and he had to produce his badge.
The case against Eddie just kept building.
A woman emerged from the breezeway and paused to get her
bearings. Mickey straightened in an utter and complete moment-ofsilence respect for the best legs he’d ever been privileged to lay eyes
upon. The cop part of him was vaguely aware she was in her late
twenties, maybe early thirties, almost of a height with him and the
possessor of a slender build. Her hair was dark and cut short around
a face made interesting by its square jaw and straight dark brows.
Mouth was nice, too. Full and lush and lined in red.
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He left off admiring her legs to contemplate her mouth, but his
attention was drawn lower again when the legs went into motion.
Brief appearances by her thighs, between the slash of her dark skirt,
had him tugging at a too-tight tie. It took him a few seconds to
realize that she’d stopped right in front of him.
With extreme reluctance, he dragged his gaze back to eye level.
Her head was angled, her gaze directed toward the pig with a seri‐
ousness it didn’t deserve. Just for a moment, something in the angle
of her jaw had him wondering if he’d met her, but he dismissed the
notion. A guy couldn’t forget those legs.
His gaze drifted down again, but he ﬂashed back to attention
when she stepped closer, her nose bare inches from his, her lashes
lifting with lust-building slowness to reveal emerald green depths.
His tie tightened to near strangulation level, but he couldn’t
move, let alone do something about it. Green eyes were always
trouble for him. Too bad proximity and hormones took the edge off
caution. If his partner, Delaney, were here, he’d recognize the signs
of Mickey on the verge of falling in lust again. But Delaney wasn’t
here. The lucky bastard was in bed.
Carpe diem. Mickey knew his smile was his best opening gambit
and produced it with practiced ease. “Hello.”
Luci studied the smile, recognized the conﬁdence and the intent
behind it. She’d met smiles like this one. Smiles that were conﬁdent
of their charm. Smiles that expected weak knees and a cessation of
rational thought. It was fortunate she had a built-in immune system
to charming smiles and didn’t ever do rational thought. It went with
being a Seymour, though her knees, just for a moment, signaled a
willingness to depart from the norm. She reminded herself she was
the result of a departure from the norm and said, “That’s my pig.”
This deviation from the opening pass widened his admittedly
wonderful blue eyes and erased the smile. Luci took a moment to
admire those eyes while the struggle to understand played in them.
“Your—pig?” he managed.
His voice was also wonderful, despite a certain strangled qual‐
ity. Husky, it had a nice mix of bass and baritone. Confusion gave
him a little boy aura to which even a Seymour couldn’t be immune.
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Perhaps it was a side effect of her non-Seymour parentage.
According to her mother—when her mother could be persuaded to
talk about Luci’s paternity—there were several annoying things
she’d picked up from her father. It was, in fact, a moment of rare,
though limited, openness about that paternity that had prompted
her visit to New Orleans. The wedding was the perfect excuse,
since she wasn’t ready to admit to her family that she was father
hunting.
The telegram from Boudreaux, her aunts’ handyman, had
provided assurance that they did understand she was coming, but no
surprise it had been sparse on details, which explained the pig. Only
her aunts would have kept it, remembered it and produced it in lieu
of identiﬁcation. She studied it with remembered fondness, noted
the tightening ribbon, and looked up to tell him, “You’re choking
it.”
Mickey gave this comment the lack of attention it deserved. “I
don’t think—”
Her straight brows rose in surprise. “Then it’s time you started.”
“But—” He shook his head, trying to punch through tired to
comprehension. “This can’t be your pig. You’re not a little girl!”
“I used to be. But I grew up.”
Her punctuating smile invited him to move on. The slow
widening of her straight red mouth launched a feeling not unlike
the plunge of a roller coaster. He wanted to move on. He did, but—
“Your aunts—” Mickey tried again, faint but pursuing.
“—probably liked the way the pig looked with your gun.”
He clapped his hand over his weapon. “I’m a cop.”
Luci had already ﬁgured that out, but she attempted to look
enlightened. It wouldn’t do to drive him to violence when he had
the hardware to do something about it. She smiled. “A cop. Who’s
not afraid to pack a pig. I like that.” She held out her hand. “I
promise I am Luci Seymour.”
Mickey took her hand. He didn’t shake it. He couldn’t. All he
could do was stare into her green gaze as want did a quick crawl up
his midsection. “Ross. Mickey Ross.”
“Ross. That would put you on the bridegroom’s side of the
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church.” Her smile was pleased-to-meet-him, but the ﬂuorescent
lighting and her drooping lids turned her eyes bedroom soft.
“Eddie’s my uncle,” Mickey admitted through a dry throat.
Assessment entered her gaze, which then did an unnerving up
and down.
“What?” he asked, trying not to sound as defensive as he felt,
since it wasn’t exactly PC to object to something he routinely did.
“Ever since I got the invitation, I’ve been wondering what kind
of man would marry Unabelle. Are you and Eddie—”
“No! We’re not at all alike. In any way. Except we’re both cops.
But that’s it.” Unbidden, the image of his uncle’s ﬁancée rose in his
mind. Faint. Indistinct, but somehow there.
“I guess that answers my next question.”
“What?”
“Has Unabelle changed?” Her eyes sparked with amusement. “I
can’t wait to see her again.”
Mickey shuddered. “Yes,” he said positively, “you can.”
Her smile was insistent. Mickey had to smile back. It was almost
a moral imperative.
A PA announcement crackled. She stepped back at the same
time he did. Mickey gestured down the terminal. “Uh, we need to
go this way.”
“Sure.” With an agreeable air, she turned. As she passed, men
turned to stare. Some ran into pillars.
Mickey loosened his tie, gave a silent whistle of appreciation,
then started after her, the pig bouncing unnoticed against his leg.

Fern was tense as the Yugo they’d lifted passed at the legal speed
limit through the arrival underpass of the airport. It was a grim
place. Way too many cops around, and the thick humid air stank of
gasoline fumes and something Fern couldn’t identify but made her
think of lingering death. She just wished it didn’t make her think of
her own.
“Pull in there,” Donald directed.
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He pointed to an empty space against the curb. She did as he
asked with a sigh of relief at the respite from driving the unfamiliar
car. It might have been a mistake to steal foreign, she admitted to
herself, though she wasn’t ready to admit it to Donald. Not only was
the interior of the Yugo cramped, but the pedals were so small she
was having trouble hitting them with her orthopedic shoes. The
controls were opposite what she was used to and labeled with tiny,
blurred symbols.
She reviewed her gear shift changes, in between keeping an
uneasy eye on the two police ofﬁcers aiding an attractive blonde
who had locked her keys in her car. Only a shuttle bus and a couple
of cabs loitered in the area. They were exposed, she noted, but
Donald was too busy getting his rocks off on his new toy to notice.
She had a bad feeling about this.

“So, how are you related to Unabelle?” Mickey asked, breaking a
silence that had ruled for most of the length of the terminal.
Luci looked at him, brows lifting in surprise. “I’m not. She’s one
of the aunts’ debs.”
“Debs?” Mickey looked, a puzzled frown putting tiny lines
between his well-deﬁned brows.
“Debutantes.” She waited a moment, but understanding still
didn’t make an appearance. “Didn’t you know they’re
matchmakers?”
“Matchmakers?” He stopped. “For real?”
“For real. For years.” Luci grinned. “They specialize in
the...hard-to-launch young ladies. And back it up with a guarantee.”
“Guarantee?” Comprehension was beginning to break in his
eyes, like little blue sparks. Very attractive blue sparks.
“They don’t quit until the deb is walking down the aisle. No
matter how long it takes.” She hesitated, to smooth the giggles out
of her voice. “Unabelle’s been...a challenge. That’s why she’s the
last debutante.”
Mickey didn’t try to hold back his chuckle. “How long—”
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“Long as I can remember. That’s one reason I had to come and
see who—” Her laughter-rich voice made his pulse thunder and the
quick ﬂash of her mischievous gaze was a minor lightning strike to
his already eager libido.
Mickey tugged at his tie again, this time undoing the knot and
the top button of his white shirt. It didn’t help. He lengthened his
stride, forcing Luci to recalibrate hers to keep up. That didn’t help
either. What he needed was a cold shower. A long cold shower—
which just plain wasn’t possible in the doggiest of the dog days of
August.
“And,” he said as he swallowed dryly. “Your other reason?”
“Reason?”
Luci’s eyes widened in surprise and a hint of alarm, activating
Mickey’s cop instincts. It was almost as good as a cold shower. If
gasoline could almost put out a ﬁre.
“You came to the wedding?” he prompted.
Luci’s lashes swept down like a lady’s fan. “It’s been a long time
and I was feeling nostalgic.”
He wasn’t buying but was too polite to do more than look skep‐
tical as he turned her toward the baggage claim sign.
As they descended via escalator, Luci studied Mickey. Pretty
enough to be a calendar pin-up, he was lean, with shoulders just the
right amount of broad, and a body just the right height to create
symmetry. His cleanly-honed face was both reassuring and danger‐
ous. The shadow of beard was sexy on his obviously stubborn chin,
though she suspected the growth wasn’t a calculated effect but a
temporary setback. The crisp cut of his light brown hair hinted at a
clean-cut personality, and his tired blue eyes suggested he’d just
come off a long stint of something—which probably explained the
touch of irritability. Though even the strong and the well rested had
tough going in the Seymour zone.
She stole another peek and got caught. He tugged at his now
wildly askew tie.
“What?” Another flare of irritation erased the weary in his
eyes.
“Excuse me?” She arched one brow, punctuating the question
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with another admiring perusal of his assets. Red crept out from
under his chin and up his face. Dang, the boy was cute.
“Nothing.” He stopped by the luggage carousel and looked at
the jumble of people and bags. He was too tired to do the bellboy
thing if she had more than one bag. “Here comes the bags. Should I
get a cart-”
“Why don’t we wait until we see if my stuff made it. My luggage
likes to take side trips to Raratonga or Katmandu.”
“Okay.” He watched a bag circle, then said, “If it does come—”
“Well, will you look at that. There they are!”
Mickey was starting to suspect that she didn’t react to things the
way normal people did. Her sincere delight at the sight of her
luggage attracted almost as much attention as the pig and her legs.
And did she have to bend over the luggage like it was lost children
just found?
An unease ﬁltered through tired and lust with distant words of
caution. Green eyes, great legs and, a very nice ass—she was
presenting it, so he took a good look before going to get a cart—
were a temptation with a capital “T.” But trouble started with a “T,”
too. If he had any doubts about the wisdom of steering clear, he
had only to think of her aunts.
Insanity did run in families. No question it was running amok in
hers.

“Donald.” Fern grabbed Donald’s arm and pointed as Luci
Seymour came out the doors, walking next to a luggage cart.
Perched on the two suitcases was a large pig, made lurid by the arti‐
ﬁcial light. She shuddered. “Someone should put that thing out of
its misery.”
Donald compared reality to the photo Artie gave them.
“Someone is going to.”

DO WAH DIDDY DELETE (SHORT
STORIES COLLECTION)

When you need a little murder, a little
mayhem and maybe a little romance in your
life, you need Do Wah Diddy Delete. And
there’s a baby. A totally safe baby. But
everyone else has a lot of trouble in these
three short stories:
DO WAH DIDDY DEAD
If Miss Weena can put off dying to solve
Miss Gracie's murder, then Luci can't play
the pregnancy card to get out of playing
side-kick. It's not like it will be dangerous. Miss Gracie has been
dead for decades…
DO WAH DIDDY DIE ALREADY
Luci Seymour is out of the murder business and in the
mom/wife/B&B business. Until the morning she sees a body in the
new freezer. But when she goes to call in her homicide detective
husband, she sees the dead guy walk in the front door. Not dead.
Not even chilly…
DELETING DENNIS
Capri Hinkenlooper thought her name—and Monday mornings
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—were the worst things in her life, but then her fellow editor and all
around slimy guy gets deleted with her letter opener. On the upside,
the two homicide detectives investigating the murder are seriously
cute…
All three of these short stories were written for anthologies that
are now out of print. Technically, of course, they are still out of
print, since these are digital, but they are available once more for
those who want more Mickey, Luci and her aunts. Deleting Dennis is a
stand alone short, written for my daughter who was once an editor
in crazy town.
Grab Do Wah Diddy Delete today!

SAMPLE - DO WAH DIDDY DEAD

Three years after the events in Do Wah Diddy Die.

Mickey Ross looked morosely at his surroundings. Nobody should
have to do anything when it was this hot, except maybe sit under an
a/c vent with a long, cool drink. What he shouldn’t be doing is
prepping for a take down in the airless hallway of this noxious New
Orleans dive. August outside meant it was only a few degrees short
of soul killing inside. And just in case the heat weren’t enough of a
drain, there was also the stench of old, bad food and ﬁfty varieties
of urine.
It wasn’t as if Auggie Kronkmeyer and his freaking, stupid side‐
kick, Pringle, couldn’t afford something better and cooler. They
were too cheap. What, Mickey wondered, was the point of a life of
crime if a perp didn’t know what to do with the fruit of that illegal
vine? It was not only sad to realize that prison was a step up for the
parsimonious pair, it meant that prison wasn’t much of a deterrent.
The word on the street was, they were armed to the teeth, so the
judge had signed off on a “no-knock” warrant and the captain had
approved a tactical entry—and he’d done it without the usual
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whining about his budget. Heat must be getting to him, too. His
recent marriage to long-time love, Lila Seymour, had mellowed him
some, but not that much.
Warrant in hand, the team did their risk assessment with brisk
efﬁciency, then they’d all moved into positions covering any possible
exit points. While one member of the team monitored A/V, a
breacher and two guys were stacked by the front door, careful to
keep their distance from the wall—which was paper-thin.
The other two guys were on the ﬁre escape. To avoid cross-ﬁre
with the entry team, they’d port—break the window—and cover the
ﬁrst team’s entrance into the microscopic apartment. After breach‐
ing, a ﬂash bang would be “inserted,” the ofﬁcial term for tossing.
Flash bangs tended to result in involuntary ﬂight or bowel evacua‐
tion or both. Either was almost as good a distraction as the bang
and ﬂash. Even the most hardened of criminals didn’t like crapping
their pants.
No matter how the two perps reacted to the ﬂash bang, two
minutes from now, they’d both be facing down some AR-15 riﬂes in
the steady hands of the steely-eyed strike force.
Or they’d be dead.
When these boys assessed risk, they made sure they came out on
the continued existence side. Mickey had to like their style, even if
they did make him feel old and tired. Of course, it was possible he
really was old and tired.
A draft of cool air preceded Delaney’s arrival at Mickey’s side,
pushing back the muggy heat and rank smell of cabbage.
“Give ’em the go, Ross, before they pass out from the heat.”
The team commander looked at Mickey without impatience,
which was remarkable, considering how hot he must be in all that
gear. Mickey gave him the nod and through the headset he heard
the signal go out to the rest of the team.
With the brisk efﬁciency of long practice, their breacher placed
the serviceable end of his twelve gauge between the knob and the
jam and pulled the trigger. The slug took out the latch and he kicked
open the door. Before it quit swinging, the ﬂash bang went in. They
all plugged one ear, turned their heads away from the ﬂash and
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opened their mouths to accommodate the pressure impact from the
bang. Entry followed before the echo had died in the hallway, and
then Mickey heard the all clear signal.
“Sweet,” Luci said into the headset. “I didn’t know you could
jump that high from a sitting position.”
“Luci?” She’d better be monitoring from home, and not the
tactical van because, as she liked to point out, she was ﬁfty months
pregnant and on maternity leave.
“Whoops.”
Great. And who was Captain Pryce going to blame for his
daughter cozying up the A/V tech? Not Luci. No, it was Mickey’s
butt that would get chewed on—even though Pryce couldn’t control
his daughter any better than her husband could.
Inside the apartment, Auggie and Pringle were on their bellies in
ﬂex cuffs, their eyes still spinning in the sockets from the ﬂash bang.
Two guys who’d never learn. Based on the smell the two had chosen
ﬂight and evacuation. Through watering eyes, Mickey read them
their rights and then some uniforms lifted them upright and started
them on the ﬁrst leg of their journey back to prison. Pringle shared
a juicy fart as he passed Mickey. Thankfully his bare bum was
angled away. Mickey arched a brow.
“He was on the throne when we breached,” one of the team
told him with a shrug. “You think it stinks in here…”
After that, Mickey was more than happy to relinquish control to
the crime scene boys and girls—who weren’t that happy to get it.
Outside in the hall, the smell was an improvement, particularly
when Delaney materialized next to him again.
“Days like this, I’m real glad I can’t smell.” His grin was famil‐
iar, if a bit more pale than before he became ectoplasm. His body
faded until only his grin was left hanging in mid-air between them.
Then it vanished, too.
Ghosts. Mickey sighed but didn’t say anything. Detectives who
talk to themselves are referred to the department psychiatrist. He
made his way downstairs and found Luci waiting for him in the tac
van, looking like a really cute beached whale.
His wife of three years.
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Dang.
They, who ever “they” were, were right. Time did ﬂy when you
were having fun. And it had been fun, he admitted, but only to
himself. It helped that he had low expectations. When a guy takes a
leap into the heart of a bunch of seriously loony Seymours—
breaking their long-standing, females-don’t-marry tradition in the
process—it was good to have low expectations and be grateful for
anything that went well, no matter how small.
“Don’t look so pleased,” she told him. “I’m still here because I
couldn’t get up by myself.”
“You’re supposed to be on maternity leave.” Mickey felt bound
to point this out, even if it was a waste of breath.
“I’m just watching the fun from a cool place.”
She could have hung with Gracie, Delaney’s signiﬁcant and
ghostly other, if she wanted a cool down in the un-air-conditioned
Seymour house. Luci was getting restless and he didn’t blame her.
The baby was overdue, and making a small human didn’t appear to
require much in the mental effort department. Luci liked being a
cop and she had a good brain, even if she was half Seymour.
One of the tac boys passed her, pausing to pat her round
stomach.
“You look about to pop, girl,” he said.
Luci smiled wanly at him, her usual high wattage smile missing
in baby action. When he’d moved on she sighed as much as she
could with the baby pressing against her insides.
“I feel like Exhibit A. And Miss Weena…”
She stopped for a couple more tac guys, both of whom felt
compelled to pat her and comment.
“What’s she done now?” Mickey asked, besides not dying, he
could have added, but didn’t.
“She wants to know the sex of the baby before she dies.”
“The doctor could tell her the results of the sonogram…”
They’d elected not to know.
“It’s technology and you know how she feels about that.”
Oh yeah, he knew. The old ladies kept burying his cell phone
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under the phlox every time he forgot and left it lying out. At least
now he could identify a phlox.
Gracie and Delaney were the easy roomies. They cut down on
the air conditioning bill in the summer, courtesy of the death chill
that habitually surrounded them, and if they turned romantic,
they’d drift up through the ceiling where he didn’t have to watch. It
was nice having Delaney ride along with him now and again, even
if it had to be undercover and a temp job at that. Thankfully the
captain was in the know, because Delaney’s intel was hard to
explain.
“Well, if she won’t talk to the doctor…”
“She wants Gracie to stick her head in my stomach and take a
gander at our son…”
“Daughter,” Mickey corrected her automatically. They had a bet
riding on the outcome, and he was sure he was going to win.
Luci gave him a look that was almost cranky. “So I left.”
He’d have been more than cranky if he were the pregnant one.
Both she and Miss Weena were running late. Miss Theo had begun
the migration into the next life three years and five days ago. Dying
was probably the only thing the three sisters couldn’t do together—
not if they all wanted to be buried in the same crypt. An obscure city
law passed during a long ago epidemic, decreed that crypts couldn’t
be opened until a year and a day after use. Miss Hermi took her
scheduled turn and now it was Miss Weena’s, only she was still here.
Mickey was afraid she’d decided to pass up her deadline because
of the baby. She was one stubborn old lady. If she could chase Luci,
who was also a Seymour and should have been immune, out of the
house, what was she going to drive Mickey to? Wasn’t it hard
enough waiting to be a father without the last of Luci’s aunts
throwing more weird into the mix? He looked at his watch.
“I’ve got time to buy you lunch, before I have to go process those
two bozos.” It was the best he could do for her, other than holding a
pillow over Miss Weena’s face until she quit kicking. And that would
provide only temporary relief. She’d probably return as a ghost, just
to see him go to jail.
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There was something in the Seymour make-up that drove men
to love and to homicide—if family legend were any guide. Though
it had never been proven, they all believed a rejected suitor had
murdered Miss Gracie ﬁfty years ago. He’d learned to live with
Luci’s aunts, but with their deaths reducing the weird factor around
the house—and the potential of increasing the technology factor—
he wasn’t exactly mourning their collective shufﬂe off this mortal
coil.
“I’m not sure there’s room inside me for food,” Luci said, “but
I’m willing to try.”
She held out her hands and Mickey heaved her to her feet. He
waited until her back was turned to wipe away the sweat that
popped out on his forehead and to catch his breath. If she didn’t
have that baby soon, he was going to get a hernia.
“Pick a bumpy road. Maybe we can shake the kid loose,” she
suggested as she did her penguin waddle toward his car.
Mickey shook his head. If anyone had told him he’d ever ﬁnd
that sexy, he’d probably have shot them. He got her settled in the
car and straightened, feeling a twinge in his lower back. When he
climbed in beside her, the twinge sharpened a bit. Mickey exhaled,
and then turned to Luci. “How about something drive through?”
Luci gave him a long look. “All right—wimp.”
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Wanting Willa - The one thing Max never did was fall in
love. Until he met Willa…
Falling for her Alien - Marrying a man she'd met once was a
bad idea. When the guy was ET, it was insane—even if they were
anatomically compatible…
Last Chance for Love - For Ric Hamilton, business came ﬁrst,
until he saw his beautiful PA dance the samba. And suddenly his
ﬁrst order of business was capturing her heart….
Grab Let’s Fall in Love and take a chance on romance!
*****
Dear Reader,
I have loved romance novels since my grandmother used to
share hers with me. I love happy endings, ﬁrst looks, ﬁrst hugs, and
ﬁrst kisses. But when I started my ﬁrst novel, The Spy Who Kissed Me,
a funny thing happened on the way to the happy ending—and
before the ﬁrst kiss. O.O Shots were ﬁred, a car chase ensued, and
the bodies started piling up. Clearly, classic romance novels were not
going to be my thing.
So I was rather surprised when, during a particularly stressful
family crisis, I was able to spin a few romance short stories inside my
head. They helped ease the chill of hospital waiting rooms and
distracted me when I needed it. And, because they were short, I
could write them down in small snatches of time.
Other of the stories came about because I was asked by my
former publisher to contribute to a couple of anthologies. And still
others were offered for free in my ezine and later on my website. I
took them down when L&L Dreamspell brought them all together
in one collection called the Romance Collection. But when their doors
closed, I wrote a new story (Let’s Fall in Love)—which had been
bouncing around in my head for several years—and released all
eight shorts in two digital-only collections (Let’s Fall in Love and Take a
Chance on Me).
I decided to bring them back together for this print edition,
mostly so I could add them to my physical bookshelf.
While writing the stories I had fun playing with the some of the
classic romance tropes. There’s my version of a sheik story (Second
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Chance for the Sheik), a Romeo and Juliet with a happier ending (Give Love
a Chance), and a love-at-ﬁrst-sight story (Chance Encounter). I came up
with the idea for Last Chance for Love watching Dancing with the Stars.
Since I have two left feet, I created a character to do the dancing
for me.
Falling for her Alien came about because I wanted to write a
marriage of convenience story with a twist. Wanting Willa was my
attempt at writing the classic billionaire-and-the-cook romance
trope. No surprise (I hope) that I played with it a bit. Almost Over You
started as a dream, a very vivid dream, that I had to write down to
get out of my head.
I very much enjoyed writing all my stories, despite the challenges
that swirled around some of the stories. I hope you enjoy my stroll
into regular (non-explosive) romance.
Perilously (usually),
Pauline
Grab Let’s Fall in Love and take a chance on romance!

SAMPLE - LET’S FALL IN LOVE

Dominic Keane felt time in his bones. He wore a watch, but he
didn’t need to. And because she knew this, his PA was never late.
Today she was cutting it closer than was typical. In the nine months
since he’d hired Lexie Weyland, she’d ticked every box on his
perfect list. Unﬂappable, organized, phenomenal memory for
details, right amount of charm when dealing with business
associates, and she’d managed to not fall in love with him.
How could he know that perfect was overrated until he got it?
Or that he didn’t actually prefer blonds?
That she was the PA he’d want to get personal with?
He’d demanded an impersonal personal assistant and that’s
what she gave him. Morning. Noon. He sighed. And night. Around
the ofﬁce, they called her Ice Princess.
It was a problem, sexual harassment law being what it was. If he
really believed her—but it was too perfect. No woman with hair that
red could be that cold. And his gut told him there was something
there. He didn’t fool himself that he was irresistible. Guys and girls
clicked or they didn’t. He heard the click. Knew she had, too. He’d
seen the pulse throb at her neck. The ﬂare of her nostrils. Her
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pupils betrayed her, too. He should never have warned her about
getting personal. She was one stubborn woman.
He’d inch close. She’d step away. He’d bet on himself, but he
had a feeling in his gut that time was running out. Not sure what,
but he always trusted his gut. It was never wrong.
Nic had picked his seat so he could watch the door, so he could
watch her arrive. He liked watching her. And he’d learned to pay
attention to her. He’d let her fool him in that ﬁrst interview, had
missed the grace, the glorious red of her hair, and eyes that were too
purple to be real. Only they were. She didn’t wear contacts. He’d
gotten close enough to ﬁnd that out. Once. How had she tricked
him? It’s not like she wore a wig to the interview. He’d thought her
mousy. Mousy? Give him enough time and he’d ﬁgure it out. So she
could never do it to him again.
A huddle of people parted near the entrance and there she was.
She paused, her gaze sweeping the room, looking for him. Black,
she always wore black. Didn’t she realize it set her hair on ﬁre?
Made her eyes deeper and more vibrant? He waited for her to ﬁnd
him. The pause was so slight, if he hadn’t been watching for it, he’d
have missed it. If she’d been close, he’d have seen her pulse
ramp up.
Yeah, she wasn’t indifferent. He just had to ﬁnd a way to break
through the ice—
“Baby girl?” The voice was male, a bit plummy, and it carried
across the room, cutting through the chatter like a fancy knife.
She halted with a jerk, the ice falling away from her like a
calving glacier.
“Oz?”
Pure delight in her voice and expression. Her smile stole the
breath from his chest. If she looked at him like that—who was
getting the smile? Before pissed could get a foothold, a ﬁgure as
plumy as the voice stood up. He was at least ﬁfty. The tightness in
his chest eased.
“When did you get back?” she asked, stepping into the
outstretched arms, hers sliding around his neck, so she could press a
kiss to his cheek.
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The guy was no threat, but Nic resented the kiss. Time to join
the party. He tossed down his napkin and headed for them.
“Last night,” he said, returning the salute. “The boy toy picked
me up.”
Another man rose, only slightly younger than this Oz character.
Lexie laughed, the infectious sound sliding down his spine.
“Martin.” Lexie hugged him. “You still putting up with him, I
see.”
Martin’s shrug was rueful. Lexie gave Oz a reproachful look, but
before she could speak, he said, “I was going to call you, but Lucas
said not to while you’re working. Said it pisses off your ogre.”
A swiftly suppressed chuckle and a quick look over her shoulder.
Her eyes widened as Nic joined them. Both men eyed him with
considering appreciation.
“Very nice,” Oz said, after a pause.
Her color heightened, Lexie performed introductions. “Hector
Ozland. Dominic Keane, my employer.”
Did Ozland’s eyes widen? Why?
“Keane…well…” Ozland appeared more amused than worried.
Then he grinned. “He can be my ogre anytime he wants to, baby
girl. Is he…?”
Lexie shook her head, careful not to look at Nic.
“Pity.” Then, with a big smile, he waved a hand. “Let me look at
you.”
Lexie obediently spun in a slow circle. It was clear that delight in
the unexpected meeting trumped anything else. Nic intended to
exploit the opening before she had time to chill again.
“Ice Maiden. A new look for you, but I like. If I was a man…”
Lexie laugh again. “Oz…”
Nic decided he could get addicted to her laugh.
Oz grinned. “Ah, well, you know what I mean.”
“I’ve missed you.” Lexie’s arms slid around Oz’s neck again, her
cheek settling against his with clear affection, and Nic found he
could be jealous of a gay man.
“I hear you are missing more than me, baby girl,” Oz said, his
expression sly.
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Nic almost frowned when Lexie stiffened.
“I’m not missing anything but you, Oz dear.”
Ozland’s gaze was shrewd. After a pause he asked, “How is your
mother?”
“She’s…good.”
Nic could tell Oz wanted to ask more, but Lexie must have given
him some kind of warning. His gaze tracked to Nic, then back to
Lexie.
After another pause, he said, “Well, Friday should be…fascinat‐
ing.” He lifted his hand, miming a phone call. “Later, baby girl?”
“You are so bad,” Lexie’s tracked past Nic. “Looks like Mr.
Stevens has arrived.”
“Nice to meet you, Ozland,” Nic said. “I’ll see you Friday.”
Lexie jerked but kept walking. He caught up with her and said,
“So where are we going Friday?”
She stopped, trying to reassemble the ice. He shook his head, a
warning in his eyes, despite a slight grin. Her lips thinned for a few
seconds.
“I thought you didn’t do opening nights.”
He arched a brow.
“It’s Complicated. A romantic comedy.”
Almost he stiffened. She was right. He didn’t do opening nights.
Really didn’t do romantic comedies. His mother had an issue with
both. His father hadn’t left over the actress, but it had been a near
thing. He hesitated. Felt Lexie’s satisfaction, felt her begin her
retreat.
“It sounds fun.” It didn’t, but he could keep his head down,
avoid the cameras. Usually the paparazzi didn’t stalk him. He was
too boring. His mother would never know.
Lexie’s lashes ﬂicked down, lingered a bit, then lifted. “Okay.”
Why did it feel like she’d added, “It’s your funeral.”

Thank you, Oz.
He’d managed to undo nine months of impersonal. And it had
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only taken him, she checked her watch, less than ﬁve minutes.
Luckily Nic had had to refocus on business—which always came
ﬁrst. She’d reminded herself of this fact every time his burning gaze
had threatened to melt her carefully maintained facade. She just
wished she knew why Nic tried. He’d been beyond ﬁrm when he
interviewed her nine months ago.
“You get personal, you’re gone.”
She’d known going in that he was a tough gig, so she’d dressed
the part. Tamped it down to dowdy. It had worked to get her the
job, but dowdy was hard to maintain long term. Inevitable that it
leaked away. And Nic had noticed. It wasn’t a surprise he noticed.
That he cared? Yeah, that had surprised. He hadn’t chased her
around the desk. He was too classy—and business-like—for that.
Nevertheless, Lexie had felt his growing—something. She’d told
herself it was her imagination, told herself not to read anything
into it just because Nic was the stuff of any girl’s dreams. She
wanted to believe she was different from the others who’d fallen for
him, but she was too smart for that. Sure, Lexie had been tempted.
She was human, but until today, the ice maiden act had protected
her. Now it was gone. What would Nic do? What did she want him
to do? Her deal with her dad was for a year away from the family
business. She had three months left. She wanted to spend them
with Nic—working for Nic. She liked working for Nic. Didn’t think
about getting personal with him because that was off the table.
Only now they had a—what? What was Friday night? Besides the
opening night she’d never seen or heard of him doing? It was on
the list of things Nic didn’t do. He didn’t do theater much at all
and never did opening nights. She’d have liked to worry at the
problem, but Nic had put on his game face. His PA could do no
less.
Long lunch. Longer afternoon that bled into evening. That
wasn’t unusual. The simmering sense of things not said was
unusual. When even Nic ﬁnally ran out of steam, he leaned back in
his chair and rubbed his face. Then looked at her and in a blink
business Nic was gone.
“What time?”
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Lexie blinked. Nic never asked the time. He had a built-in clock
in his brain. But she dutifully looked at her watch. “Seven—”
“On Friday.”
She swallowed to ease the sudden dryness of her throat. “I
usually try to get there early, before all the…hoopla starts.”
There were questions in his gaze. There was also relief. Was that
why he didn’t like opening night? He wasn’t shy, but he didn’t seek
out mentions on the social pages. He could have. He had the family
background. His parents were a big deal in Boston. It was easier to
lower the proﬁle in New York. The competition for “big deal” was
crowded.
“And what time would that be?”
“Six…thirty?” She usually aimed for six, ﬁlled in the time back‐
stage. But she couldn’t take Nic backstage. It would put him on the
family’s radar. If Oz didn’t do that for them. Just thinking about Nic
in the same room with her family almost made her shudder. Hello,
Titanic, meet iceberg.
She saw him do the mental calculations. He named a time that
would deliver them to the theater precisely at six thirty.
Lexie found herself falling back into ice princess as she bid him
good night. His gaze sparked, but he let her get away with it. And
leave. Felt his gaze on her back until the door closed between them.
She leaned against it, needing a moment. Oz had peeled back
the curtain on a new act, but she didn’t know her lines. Or her part.
From what she could tell from her nine months in Nic’s employ, the
few women he’d dated had been walk-on parts. It was a bad time to
realize she would like to be the romantic lead…

Nic felt the change in his apartment as soon as he pushed open the
door. It didn’t take the sight of his mother’s handbag sitting on the
hall table or her heavy scent hanging in the air. His mother had a
way of making her presence felt. He hesitated, sighed, then tossed
his keys onto the table next to her bag and strode into the living
room. He’d have preferred a quiet night to consider what he’d
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learned today about his elusive PA. He’d have preferred not to come
under his mother’s piercing gaze until he’d ﬁgured out how he felt
about it and what he intended to do.
He had no desire to lose his perfect PA because he wanted to get
personal. He had an uneasy feeling she was a woman a man would
ﬁnd hard to walk away from if he managed to get close to her. If he
backed off now, he’d never get a second chance. Already she was
rebuilding her defenses. He couldn’t blame her. His reputation with
women was undeserved, but he’d done nothing to set the record
straight. It suited him, helped keep at bay the women looking for an
easy meal ticket. It was less effective at keeping his mother at bay.
He knew why she was here, what she wanted. She wouldn’t get
it. His mother knew it, too, but she’d never admitted defeat without
exhausting all efforts. His dad called her a pessimistic optimist. It
was a good description of a woman who expected the worst while
demanding the best.
He paused in the doorway, relieved to ﬁnd her on her cell
phone, standing with her back to the doorway. He doubted she
noticed the view, even though it was one of the best in New York.
You couldn’t micromanage a view.
At sixty, Harriet Keane was still a beautiful woman. Gray had
started to ﬁlter into her brown hair and ﬁne lines traced out from
her eyes. Not laugh lines and not exactly frown lines. Stern lines, he
decided. She’d never had a sense of humor. He wondered—not for
the ﬁrst time—what brought his parents together. Chalk and cheese
had more in common. Still, nine months around Lexie had taught
him that appearances could deceive. Maybe that was the answer.
His mother was a private person, despite her very public life. He
loved her, could admire her. She’d weathered his father’s lapse in
judgement, kept it together, but he wouldn’t let love, pity or admira‐
tion guilt him into marriage with anyone.
So far his mother had avoided open warfare and he’d been able
to counter her attempts to maneuver him into proximity with her
choice of bride. She’d upped her game the last few months. Felicity
St. Simmons was at his parents’ house more than he was. He’d
visited less. Since he wouldn’t come to the mother, the mother had
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come to him. He wondered if she’d come trailing Felicity. Damn, he
hoped not.
He liked Felicity as a person, might have considered her a
friend, if…
He would not be ruled by his mother.
He could tell from her tone his dad was on the other end. No
sign of Felicity. Yet.
Harriet ended her call with her customary cool. A hint of warm
softened her gaze as she turned and studied him.
“Dominic.” There was reproof in her tone.
“Mother.” He gave in, went and pressed a brief kiss on the
cheek she presented.
It was so old-school, he had to hide a grin. She’d have done well
on the stage. He didn’t say it. He’d only made that mistake once.
Anything to do with the theater or acting was not to be mentioned
around his mother. He thought about his date on Friday and
decided she’d held her grudge against the business for long enough.
She made a show of looking at her watch. “We’re meeting
Felicity in half an hour—”
“You should have called me. You’d know I’m not available.” The
words were polite, but there was message in them. One she did not
want to hear.
“I’m sure you could alter—”
“Give Felicity my regards.” He looked at his watch. “Do you
have time to tell me how dad is doing? Or do you have to go?”
Her lips tightened. If she pushed it—but she didn’t. She was
infuriating, but not stupid. For now they played a game, chess, he
decided, her move, his counter. How far was she willing to go, he
wondered. Since he’d turned eighteen and she could no longer
legally compel him to behave, she’d been losing this battle of wills.
And yet here she was, trying again. Stubborn didn’t begin to explain
it. He didn’t like playing games with his mother. Lexie, however…
He gave a mental shake. Later. Or perhaps not…

It Starts with Mayhem & Romance

53

Lexie ﬁt the key into the lock and turned it, pushing the door open
with her shoulder. Shower sounds from the bathroom told her Lucas
was home. A rare occurrence as opening night approached. She
dumped her briefcase by the door, dropped her keys in the bowl on
the side table and kicked off her heels with a sigh of relief. There
was no question that the corporate world had a downside. Her dad’s
ofﬁce was a little less high gloss—just more high maintenance. Hard
to believe, because Nic was not easy, but he was lower maintenance
than her family.
The shower shut off as she reached her bedroom door. She
picked up the pace, hoping to avoid him for long enough to ﬁgure
out what she felt about Nic and Friday. Lucas wouldn’t pick up on
everything, because he was a guy, but as her twin he did tend to pick
up on her feelings when she didn’t want him to. And even if he
didn’t tune into her unease about Nic—well, he’d been upping the
pressure as opening night approached.
Her feelings about It’s Complicated were, well, complicated.
Rather like her feelings for Nic…
Lexie stripped off her corporate clothes, exchanging them for
casual, then headed for the kitchen. If Lucas hadn’t brought home
something to eat, then she’d have a bowl of cereal and try to sleep.
Lucas had beat her to the kitchen and he was already digging into a
white box with a pair of chopsticks. More white boxes littered the
counter top. The look in his eyes told her another round was incom‐
ing. With luck he was so focused on It’s Complicated, he wouldn’t pick
up on her Nic disquiet. She made a show of looking at the clock.
“Early night?” She explored the boxes, then picked the sweet
and sour chicken. She opted for a fork though, not sure she could
manage chopsticks tonight.
He ﬁnished chewing, stirring the contents of the box with the
chopsticks while he considered what to say. His lids lifted and he
frowned. “You all right?”
“I’m not the one trying to direct Lily.” Not to mention occupy
the same stage with her. That was also complicated. Would he
notice she hadn’t answered his question?
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He looked rueful. “She’s tested the line, but toed it so far.” He
slanted her a look. “I had a good bargaining chip.”
Lexie directed her attention to her chicken. It’s Complicated had
been written for Lily—but as an intellectual exercise. No one was
supposed to see it. Ever. Lexie kept a thick wall between PA Lexie
and playwright Lexie. It wasn’t a deep dark secret so much as a way
for her to relieve her artistic side without going onstage. When she
retired from acting at age twelve, Lily had been sure it was a hiatus,
while her dad had hoped it meant she’d join him on the production
side. Outwardly, Dad had been right. Lexie was a natural in every
way except one. Desire. The drama of it, back or center stage,
exhausted her. She’d negotiated a year away to think things through.
To ﬁgure out what she wanted and didn’t want. It’s Complicated had
complicated everything.
“It’s in your blood, Lexie,” her dad had told her. “You won’t last
six months.”
Of course, he didn’t know she wrote to satisfy the call of her
blood. He still didn’t know she’d written It’s Complicated. And she
wanted to keep it that way. Even Lucas didn’t know about Lexie’s
stage fright, her overwhelming relief when incipient awkward teenness had put an end to her acting. She’d been a good actress. Still
was, actually. She’d fooled her family. Fooled Nic. Maybe even
fooled herself…
This was a different type of stage fright, but it would be worse if
the family knew their hopes were riding on a script penned by Lexie.
And if the press knew? Made her head ache thinking about it.
“You should have stayed out of my closet,” she said, with a sigh,
pushing the chicken aside.
Lucas wanted the press to know. He wanted the publicity they’d
get. The business part of her didn’t blame him. A family affair
would be publicity gold.
“You shouldn’t have kept your stuff in the closet,” Lucas shot
back, unrepentant. “You’re too good.”
“You’re biased.” Every script was the script until it wasn’t. That’s
how she’d started writing. Sitting there day after day, listening to
everyone analyze and rewrite Lily’s scripts. When her homework
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was done, she’d started listening to the notes and complaints and
seeing if she could “ﬁx” the scripts. It staved off the boredom. Gave
her a mental challenge. Then one day a playwright had said in frus‐
tration, “You try to write a perfect script.”
So she’d tried. It was hard. Her ﬁrst few original scripts were far
from perfect. But she kept trying. And then she kept writing because
she liked the process, the challenge, the change of pace. It was her
way to be a part of things without the stage fright. No one ever
asked what she was doing. It wasn’t like keeping a secret. If they’d
asked and she didn’t say, that would be lying, but not telling was
just…not telling.
And then Lucas went digging in her closet. He knew she’d
kept Lily’s old scripts, though he hadn’t known why. Lexie had
come home and found her secret scattered all over the floor. And
an accusing look on Lucas’s face. She’d told him no, but all he
heard was she wanted her name kept out of it. He’d agreed, then
spent the time trying to change her mind. Since he was her twin,
he knew her buttons. She’d taken to avoiding him, but with
opening night approaching, that was both easier and harder to
accomplish.
“At least let me break the news when the play is a hit.”
He didn’t know that would be worse than if it was a ﬂop, well,
not worse, but like worse, just a different kind of worse. It was bad
enough when a play opening popped her brieﬂy back up on the
press radar. Though the questions had gotten briefer when she
never returned to the stage. There’d been some talk about her and
Lucas doing a special together, but It’s Complicated had back
burnered that. It was the only bright spot from the production, in
her opinion.
Lexie poked a piece of chicken, her appetite gone. “I never
wanted to be famous.” She looked up. “I still don’t.”
He was silent for a moment. “Is this somehow about your stage
fright?”
Her brows shot up. “You knew?”
“I was less clueless when I was a kid.” He frowned, as if consid‐
ering. “And I think I always had a bit of director in me. I knew it
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took you a while to relax, to get into the moment. It was only later I
wondered why no one else noticed.”
“Maybe Lily did and hoped it would go away.”
“It is her preferred method of problem solving.” He was silent
for a few moments while he chewed some food. “Speaking of prob‐
lems, they’re counting the days until your year is up. Are you
coming back?”
It was the ﬁrst time anyone in the family had acted like she had
a choice. She hesitated.
“I miss working with dad,” she temporized. She gave him a wry
grin. “Sometimes. But I like this job. A lot.” If she left, other than
the extreme pressure from the family, it would be for the stupidity of
falling for her boss, not because she wanted to leave. Which brought
her back to wondering what Nic was up to? Why had he basically
horned his way into her Friday night? If he thought she’d crawl into
bed with him, then let him ﬁre her for getting personal—no, he
wouldn’t do that. But he might expect to have his cake and eat it.
Have the affair and then back to business. He was a guy.
Lexie didn’t do affairs. Ever. Her parents didn’t have to lecture
about the downside of casual sex. Growing up in the business, she’d
seen the falling in and out of love, the broken hearts and unplanned
pregnancies from the front row. Her parents were the rare exception
to what happened around them. They’d been married, stay married
against the odds.
“You must be on stage there, too.”
He did get it, she realized, but then as a director he needed to.
“It’s different, it’s…cooler. Temperature cool,” she added when his
brows shot up. “Not calmer exactly, but without the high drama.”
She sat back, staring into their shared past. “It used to exhaust me.”
“Still does.” He leaned in. “I can see why you’d hate the drama
of everyone ﬁnding out about your secret, but its going to come out
sometime. Secrets do. If we control it, we can lessen the impact.”
“You don’t want to lessen it.”
He grinned. “Not at ﬁrst, but you should write full time, Lex. To
my shock, you’re really good.” He shoved his hands into his hair. “I
still can’t ﬁgure out how the hell none of us noticed.”
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If you weren’t bumping egos in her family, you got bumped to
the side, but she didn’t say it. She loved them, even when they made
her crazy. “I know how to blend into the background,” she said
instead.
“Then you should be ﬁne with a big reveal. You can just blend.”
“Luc!” She gave him an exasperated look. “You know it would
impact my job.”
“So end it now. Start doing what you should be doing.”
“I have managed to do both,” she felt compelled to point out.
She hesitated. “What if I can’t do either if everyone knows?” The
crazy thing, she’d loved acting. Had just hated acting in front of
people. Or hated acting in front of people who knew she was acting.
And now Nic had outed her…it almost felt like her play was stalking
her.
That gave Lucas pause. “You think you’ll have page stage
fright?”
She shrugged. Tried not to feel panic, but she was a storyteller.
She knew when a plot was starting to unravel.
Her cell squawked an incoming text. She looked down. It was
from Nic.
I’m downstairs.

It was a relief when the doors of the aging elevator opened and
Lexie emerged. She had her ice princess game face on, but when
she got close, her eyes weren’t in it. Puzzled warred with anxious in
their depths. She wore jeans and a tee, the most casual he’d seen her
dressed. He wanted to stop, take the sight of her in but the doorman
was watching with open curiosity, so he ushered her outside with a
hand to the small of her back.
There was time. He’d make sure of that.
He hadn’t realized how anxious he was until he was touching
her. The connection was tenuous, but the tension from the scene
with his mother began to seep away. When trafﬁc on the narrow
walk forced them close, he used it to edge his hand around to the
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curve of her waist, creating a very different kind of tension. The
kind he liked.
New York streets were never empty, but the bustle of rush hour
had settled, putting enough space between them and other
passersby to give the illusion of privacy.
“Are you hungry? Have you eaten?”
She paused, then said, “I could eat.” As if she knew this needed
clariﬁcation, she added, “My brother brought home Chinese, but I
had just started when you texted.”
He started to say he was sorry, but he wasn’t. “You live with your
brother?”
“When he is in town.” She studied him for a few steps. “What’s
happened?”
She knew him too well, better than he knew her. “My mother
showed up without calling.”
Her grin made the somewhat unmanly confession worth it.
“Mine’s in town, too. Luckily she’s—busy.”
The pause was slight, so slight, he might have imagined it.
“Does she try to change your direction?”
She chuckled. The infectious sound better than he remembered.
“That’s my dad’s thing. Lily,” she shook her head ruefully, “Lily
is like a never ending roller coaster ride.”
She called her mother Lily? He tried to imagine calling his
mother Harriet and almost shuddered. Then something clicked in
his head. Lily. Lily Weyland? How was it he hadn’t put that
together? Okay, Weyland wasn’t that unusual a last name. But—she
was Lily Weyland’s daughter? Her brother—the one who lived with
her when he was town—must be Lucas Weyland, the director. And
Oz—the opening on Friday. It’s Complicated was almost a family
affair. Her father was the producer, he recalled now. The brother
directing and acting in it, with the mother. He didn’t follow
theatrical news that closely, but you couldn’t open a newspaper or
go online without seeing something about it.
Her family was his mother’s worst nightmare, but it was past
time she moved on from that phobia.
“You must be the only member of your family not working on
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It’s Complicated,” he said, as if he’d always known who her family
was. The small jerk surprised him. Maybe it was a sore point with
her family? Or her? “Does it bother you to be on the outside?”
She looked up, met his gaze, the sight of her violet gaze almost
stopping his breathing. Damn, she was a beautiful woman. Before
she could answer, he asked the question, “How the hell did you fool
me into thinking you were the perfect drab PA at that ﬁrst
interview?”
Her laugh was throaty—and relieved?
“Did you think I could be Lily Weyland’s daughter and not
know how to act?”
He stopped, staring at her. “Have you—”
“Of course.” Her head tipped to the side, studying him. “I
retired at twelve.”
“Twelve?” He looked up, saw a hole-in-the-wall restaurant and
steered her toward it. “This I have to hear about.”
He waited until they’d settled at a tiny table, one that left them
shoulder to shoulder with most of the ambient light coming from a
ﬁtful candle, and their order placed, before prompting, “Twelve?”
Did her slight sigh reﬂect hope he’d forgotten? She should know
him better than that. She leaned back, bumped into his arm and
started to lean forward again, but he dropped his arm down,
holding her in place. Responded to her severe look with a grin.
“Twelve,” he reminded her.
This time she didn’t try to hide the sigh. “It’s not that interesting.
Lucas and I had one of those painful shows for children, it was
vaguely a sit-com with some singing and dancing. I started into the
awkward stage and retired awkwardly and gratefully from the
limelight.”
“You didn’t like it?”
She considered this, bit her lip, and half shook her head. “I
didn’t mind the work.”
He was close enough to feel the warmth of her body, to smell
her unique scent, to see her pulse change with each question. To
have a sense when something bothered her. “What didn’t you like?”
Then he thought he got it. “The limelight?”
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She hesitated and somehow he knew what she said next
mattered to them. To the change in their relationship.
She slanted him a look and then said, “I suffered from stage
fright.” She gave a half laugh. “I thought no one noticed, but Lucas
brought it up tonight. He managed to surprise me again.”
“Again?”
This time he felt her distance herself and wondered why that
would be a no-go zone.
“We’re twins. I didn’t think he could surprise me once, let alone
twice.”
He laughed and felt some of the tension leave her body. “He
was probably very proud of himself.”
She chuckled again. “Yes, he was. How did you know?”
“I am a guy, too.”
“Yes, you are.”
Their gazes met and suddenly the tension was back, with some
sizzle in it. Nic liked this sizzle. He liked her. “Do you have any idea
how hard it is not to kiss you right now?”
Her lips formed into a tiny “o.” They closed, her gaze broke
free, looking past him. “Here’s our food.”
Did she sound more disappointed than relieved? She picked up
her fork, her glance straying toward him.
Oh yeah, she was disappointed.

Lexie should have been in a panic. That she wasn’t, well, that
should have panicked her, too. Something had changed between
her and Nic. Or maybe it had always been there and they’d stopped
pretending? She could see why people had trouble with workplace
romances. In the furnace of the work day, people showed their best
and their worst. They revealed themselves right down to the bone.
All that time together, it pulled them together or pushed them
apart.
They’d been learning about each other all along. While their
work lives had run smoothly along the surface, there had been this
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other storyline—the playwright in her didn’t know what else to call
it—developing. A narrative of attraction. Of desire.
She felt it.
Now she know he felt it.
She hadn’t been sure. Now she was sure. There was plenty left to
wonder about, of course.
How serious was he about whatever this was?
And why had a visit from his mother sent him to her? They’d
talked about her family. Turn about was fair play.
“What’s your mother like?”
He tensed a bit, then grinned ruefully. “Strong. Determined—”
“—to run your life?” she ﬁnished for him when he stopped. She
knew something about that, though in her case, it was her dad.
“We have clashed some on how I run my life,” he admitted. He
hesitated, then said, “She’s got this idea that it’s time I marry.”
“And someone in mind for the job.” It wasn’t a question. Lexie
felt a clutching kind of pain around her heart and set her fork down,
her already small appetite vanishing. She had no right, but her heart
didn’t seem to know or care.
“Someone I have no interest in at all.”
If he thought the emphatic tone helped, he was wrong. “Are you
here to make that point?” To his mother? Or to himself?
“I’m here because I wanted to be with you. Not Felicity.” He
paused. “I’ve wanted to be here, like this, for a long time. You’re a
tough nut to crack. Who knew it would take a trip to Oz…” He
stopped with a grin that invited her to step into the tornado.
“I don’t know whether to curse him or—” she stopped, but it
was too late, so she added hastily, “and how does your father feel
about…Felicity?” The name tasted nasty in her mouth. A nasty
green, she decided wryly. She’d never tasted jealousy before, but she
recognized it.
Nic shrugged. “Haven’t a clue. I think he knows I can and will
run my own life.”
So why hadn’t his mother? Was that the whole truth? Lexie had
spent her life watching people and plays, had seen pretense in all its
forms. She knew that motivations could be hidden so deeply even
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the person who had them didn’t know they were there. He believed
what he said, but that didn’t make it so. The other thing she knew,
from personal experience, love could have a tyranny all its own. It
had taken a lot for her to break from the undercurrent of her
parents’ lives and expectations—and she hadn’t completely, she
admitted a bit ruefully. She hadn’t told them she didn’t want to
come back when her year ended.
She’d expected to like working outside their world. She hadn’t
expected this connection, this—her brain didn’t want to admit what
else it might be. Her heart called her coward when she mentally
amended what she’d been going to think with the word like. It was a
massive understatement. She didn’t know if Nic had the power—yet
—to break her heart, but he could dent it.
This time she tried to imagine Nic in the same place with her
family. Her dad would like him. And not like him. She was his
little girl, after all. Lily would try to charm him. Lexie didn’t know
if she’d succeed. Lucas—well, all Lucas cared about right now
was getting her to ‘fess up about It’s Complicated. Ironic that life
was imitating theater. Yeah, still felt like the Titanic and the
iceberg.
“And if he said anything to support my position, it would prob‐
ably piss off my mother,” Nic added somewhat ruefully. “No reason
for both of us to be in trouble.”
“Well, she won’t like me,” Lexie said, not with Felicity in the
picture. Some people were attracted to the fame of her family. Nic’s
mother wouldn’t be one of those people.
“No, she won’t.”
He didn’t have to agree with her quite so fast.
“She won’t like the idea of you and won’t take time to get to
know you. Until she has to.”
“And how long will it take her to get used to the idea of me?”
The question was actually bigger than about his mom, she realized.
“Oh, ﬁfty years.” Instead of a joking tone, the words came out
weighted with serious.
He looked as startled as she felt at the words, though he masked
it pretty fast. The guy had a fast back step.
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Annoyed, Lexie pointed out the obvious. “Your relationships last
about ﬁve minutes. Maybe that’s the real reason she doesn’t try?”
“Ouch.” He grinned, but his gaze unsettled her.
This was their ﬁrst date—maybe—but it felt like they’d skipped
some steps and were now having the “where are we going” talk. She
wasn’t ready. He sure wasn’t ready, but if he wasn’t—what—serious?
She hated thinking it, but it was true. If he wasn’t serious, she didn’t
want him messing with her heart or her life. She didn’t want to
introduce him to her family. No matter how casually Nic had invited
himself along to the opening, it wouldn’t be taken casually by her
parents. Probably because she’d never willingly introduced anyone
she’d dated to them.
She’d never been tempted enough to get over her huge trust
issues that men asked her out because of her famous parents. She’d
learned early on that most of the men she met in entertainment
circles saw her as conduit to fame. Even going semi-incognito at
Ric’s company hadn’t lowered her defenses. It’s not like a Google
search wouldn’t pop up her Wikipedia page. There was still a fan
website out there, though most of it was about Lucas.
Nic didn’t need to meet her parents. He had no agenda or need
to use their fame. Meeting them would be an amusing anecdote, not
a career changer. Did he need her? Or did he just want her? It was
need-to-know with Friday night hanging over them, not to mention
her employment. “What’s happening here, Nic?”
He was the one with the rules for PAs.
“Dinner?”
She huffed out an annoyed laugh. “About Friday—”
“I’m a little nervous. I’ve never met the parents before.” Perhaps
he saw something in her eyes. He lost the light tone. “Can you look
me in the eyes and say there’s nothing between us, Lexie?”
She licked her lips. Saw ﬁre ﬂare in his eyes. “I don’t—”
He glanced around, leaned closer. “Neither do I.”
Were they talking about the same thing? He nodded, as if she’d
asked the question out loud.
“But—” She’d arranged a lot of his dates, the gifts for them.
“Camouﬂage.” He half shrugged. “I ﬁgured out in college that
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casual didn’t work for me, and most of the women I met just saw
the name, my family’s money.”
That’s not “just” what they saw, but Lexie didn’t say so. He must
have ﬁgured it out by now.
Lexie considered his words, thought about the past nine months,
about what she’d believed and what she’d actually seen with her
own eyes. His escorts hadn’t said nothing had happened, just played
coy if asked, which most of the time they weren’t. Nic didn’t court
the press. The paparazzi thought he was boring. In the end, it was a
matter of trust. Trust from the girl who didn’t. Wasn’t that ironic?
“You must know, growing up the way I did, that I have trust
issues.” She said it lightly, but didn’t mean it lightly.
“There are things you can prove, things you can’t, Lexie.”
He didn’t say it, but the words were there. You trust me or you
don’t. Her choice. But if she didn’t—she’d have an answer to where
they were going: no where.
She couldn’t fake trust either, while she tried to ﬁnd out. He’d
know. She was, she realized, more afraid of his mother than the
women he’d dated the last nine months. Those women were history.
Mama wasn’t.
She met his steady gaze. He didn’t push, just watched her while
the heat, the longing built inside her. She felt it like a current cycling
between them. No, not just a current. A building storm, a vortex.
She’d felt it when she met him, felt the desire, the want, but now she
knew him. Knew the kind of man he was. Now she…wanted a life
with him. He did have the power to break her heart.
But his eyes promised safety. Did she believe her fears? Or what
she knew of him? Did she trust him?
“Fall with me, Lexie,” he ﬁnally spoke.
“Fall…?”
For a second, he looked startled, then he smiled. “…in love.”
“You’re six months too late,” she said, relenting when his eyes
widened in dismay, tumbling off the edge, “I fell six months ago—”
She hoped he’d catch her.

It Starts with Mayhem & Romance

65

With a growl, he bent his head, covering her mouth with his as
gently as he could manage with such desperate need twisting his
insides. That moment of fear told him all he needed to know. If felt
like he’d waited his whole life to kiss her and he wasn’t disappointed.
She tasted wild and sweet. She tasted like his favorite everything.
Like he’d die if they stopped. They had to, of course. They needed
air, too.
Her hand trembled when she reached for her water. So did his.
Fifty years.
His auto response, the back track, to the words had lost him
some ground with Lexie. He was surprised—and impressed—when
she pushed back. Even more impressed by how she kissed back. He
wanted to be alone with her, but that probably wasn’t a good idea.
He wanted to meet her parents, he realized. He wanted to know
everything about her, meet the people who had made her what she
was. He opened his mouth but their wait got there ﬁrst.
“Will there by anything else?”
He looked around. They were the only patrons left. He looked
at his watch. “No.” He pulled out a credit card and handed it to
him. “Let’s get out of here, go somewhere where—”
He thought he’d seen Lexie smile. He was wrong. He’d never
seen this smile before.
“We both have to work in the morning. It’s crazy—”
He pulled her up, covered her mouth with his for a heady
moment. “Oh, I haven’t gotten to crazy yet, sweetheart.”

“I don’t want to let you go,” Nic growled against her neck. “Are you
sure we can’t—”
Lexie had expected to be embarrassed at returning to her apart‐
ment at six in the morning. She’d never been out all night. Ever. She
sagged against the apartment door, trying to remember why they
couldn’t tell—
“My family needs to get through opening night,” she ﬁnally
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muttered, when Nic left her mouth to explore her neck. She felt her
knees starting to sag and pushed him back. “Nic. Nic.”
The insistence of her tone ﬁnally penetrated his intense concen‐
tration on a very sensitive area around her right ear.
“And there’s your mother.”
That sobered him. And made Lexie really want to meet her. Not.
Why did Nic call his dad, dad and his mother mother? At least
Felicity was no longer a threat. Lexie’s mouth curved into a smile
that felt a bit evil. It must have looked it, because Nic got a wary
look.
“What?”
“I was thinking about Felicity,” she told him. She reached up
and touched his mouth. “Suddenly I’m not worried about her at
all.”
He chuckled. “You never needed to worry about her.”
“I think I’d like to meet her.”
“And so you will, Mrs. Keane.” He lifted her left hand and kissed
it, examining with satisfaction the truly hideous ring he’d purchased
for her in Las Vegas earlier this morning. His was a matching ugly
that she’d insisted on paying for. She turned his hand to look at it,
then grinned. When Nic went crazy, he didn’t hold back. She hadn’t
been able to make eye contact with his pilot. Nothing like consum‐
mating your marriage and joining the mile high club in the
company jet. And again in the company limo. Luckily the doorman
was used to her coming back from company trips. Though usually
she had luggage. At least Nic had helped her make sure she was
buttoned up again.
“Are you sure you can face work?” He smoothed her hair off her
face with a hand that trembled—and melted her heart all over
again.
“I might need a longer lunch.” She smiled at him, then sobered.
“See you in a few hours?” She was almost afraid to let him out of
her sight. Afraid he—and all this happiness—would disappear into
reality. One thing she’d observed over the years, falling in love was
easy. Staying in love? Not so easy.
“Count on it.”
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A last kiss, one that seriously affected the stability of her knees,
and she found herself inside her apartment all alone. She sighed. At
least it was way too early for Lucas to be up. He would have been at
theater until the wee smalls. She pushed off, made it inside her room
and over to the window, but the angle was wrong for a last glimpse
of Nic. Out there, beyond joy and awe and delight, reality waited.
His family. Her family. She looked at the awful ring, smiling at the
memory of picking it out in the tacky chapel. She studied it,
ﬁngered it, and then with real regret moved it to the other hand.
For now.
She hoped.
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MORE MAYHEM, MORE
ROMANCE

With two completed novels under my belt, and various short stories
at differing levels of completion, I had a dream that turned into my
third novel, that then became my ﬁrst “series,” three novels
connected by three law enforcing brothers. Don’t ask me why I then
wrote a time travel to World War II or a lone gothic novel set in
Louisiana.
But my wandering among the genres eventually lead back to the
Big Easy and a new series…

THE LONESOME LAWMEN

My Lonesome Lawmen began with a dream. When I ﬁnished The Last
Enemy, I had already turned my attention to other projects, but
readers and my publishers wanted more, so the series was born.
Reading order is:
Lonesome Lawmen Series:
The Last Enemy
Byte Me
Missing You
Lonesome Mama (Bonus short story)
(The Lonesome Lawmen is also available as a digital bundle)

THE LAST ENEMY

A witness on the run. A marshal on the
hunt. They’ll need to trust each other to
avoid a hitman’s crosshairs…
Dani Gwynne is a lone witness with the
power to put a killer behind bars. Making it
to the trial alive is the romance author’s sole
purpose after the haunting death of her son.
But when her safehouse is compromised,
she takes to the streets of Denver in a lastditch effort to survive…
Deputy US Marshal Matthew Kirby is the only thing standing
between an innocent woman and a ruthless killer. Tracking her
down in the sprawling city was supposed to be the hard part, but
winning the intriguing woman’s trust is a new level of complicated.
Things get even more complex as burgeoning new feelings put both
of them in more danger than they ever thought possible…
The Last Enemy is the ﬁrst book in a series of suspenseful
mysteries with a dash of romance. If you like fast-paced action, rela‐
tionships worth rooting for, and witty dialogue, then you’ll love the
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ﬁrst book in Pauline Baird Jones’ captivating Lonesome Lawmen
series.
Buy The Last Enemy to climb into a mile-high mystery today!

Sometimes I'll read a book or see a movie and wish I'd written it. It
is part of the fun (for me) of being a reader and a writer. Some
writers can only bring their writer brain to a book, but for me it is a
two-part process. My reader arrives ﬁrst. I read the book and either
enjoy it or don't ﬁnish (I used to ﬁnish everything, but I'm running
out of time for that). If I loved it, the reader brain is happy and it
mulls why. Sometimes I'll go back and browse the book.
Then my writer brain shows up. It's not envy. It's curiosity. I look
at the craft and the way the plot unfolds. Sometimes I wonder why
this book or this story, or I think about what I would have done differ‐
ently. I will be honest, when I began the process of re-releasing my
own back list in August, I was a little uneasy. What if I didn't like
them as much this time around? I haven't had time to revisit done
books. I've been busy writing new ones and coping with my real life.
The Last Enemy is my third completed novel, but it was my
second published novel. When I typed The End on Pig in a Park aka
The Spy Who Kissed Me I thought writing the next book would be a
piece of cake. Okay, maybe not a piece of cake, but not as hard. I'd
ﬁnished. I knew how to write a whole book now. Because, you know,
once you have one baby, then delivering the next baby is easy.
So while I'm wrestling with book two (Do Wah Diddy Die), I have
a dream. It was a woman and a bad guy on a ledge and he was
"helping" her get over her fear of heights. I woke with my heart
pumping with fear. It was just a snippet, but it was so vivid, I
couldn't get it out of my head. And since it bumped book two out of
my brain, I started asking myself questions. Who was the woman?
Who was the bad guy? Why did he want to help her?
I wrote The Last Enemy to answer those questions. And to get that
snippet out of my head.
Some other things you might not know about The Last Enemy:
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1. It was the ﬁrst, digital only novel to win a Romantic Times
Reviewers Choice Award (now called RT Book Reviews).
2. Research for this book almost got the hubs arrested. (You can
read more about that in my Behind the Book Interview).
3. It was not meant to be a three-book-and-one-short-story
series.
4. I still love this book.
5. I hiked part way up Long's Peak in sandals, in snow for this
book. And slept in a pop up camper.
6. In the original edition of this book my bad guy uses the fword once because he is a really bad guy. I edited it out when I
moved the book to L&L because it bothered my mom. And me. I
ﬁgured him killing people right and left showed he was a bad guy.
Hmmm...maybe I need to write a villain who thinks swearing is
bad...
7. My sister-in-law designed this cover. Her daughter provided
the eyes. :-)
So now you know why I wrote The Last Enemy.
What others have said about The Last Enemy:
"I very much enjoyed Ms. Jones' blend of romance, suspense,
and comedy. Her characters are very dimensional. The hit man
still haunts me because of the way his depth is revealed as the
story unfolds. Action and comedy are smoothly written, making it
easy to watch it as a movie in your head. But, don't count on inter‐
missions, you'll want to read it straight through." Midwest Book
Review
"A highly suspenseful, should-be-a-movie, totally entertaining
tale of derring-do, the Last Enemy deﬁes categorization--at least by
me. All I can tell you is: I enjoyed every word and was sorry when I
reached the end. If you really liked the movie, Romancing the Stone,
then you will absolutely love The Last Enemy and be clamoring at
Hollywood's gates to make this book into the next "really great
movie." Very Highly Recommended, Under the Cover Reviews
"Pauline B. Jones is back with another terriﬁc tale that will make
readers want to savor each and every line. More suspenseful than
her ﬁrst book, THE LAST ENEMY still contains a large element of
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humor that really spices up this dynamite novel." 4 & 1/2 Stars
from Romantic Times
"Jones pulls together many different elements and story lines in
her skillfully written novel and combines elements of ﬂowery
romances, suspenseful thrillers, and hard-boiled mysteries to create
an engaging, fast-paced story full of unexpected twists and turns."
Booklist
Buy The Last Enemy to climb into a mile-high mystery today!

2ND CHAPTER - THE LAST ENEMY

Against the peaceful back drop of the Rocky Mountains, middle
class subdivision and rising sun, the sprawl of emergency vehicles
around the burnt-out house looked starkly obscene. Fire hoses
snaked across the trampled lawn from the opening where the front
door had been. Wisps of smoke drifted out from the blackened inte‐
rior. Uniformed personnel picked their way across the debris-strewn
lawn. Outside the ofﬁcial perimeter, neighbors, still in bathrobes,
gave their impressions to a press corps ﬁlling time while waiting for
an ofﬁcial statement from the Denver Police Department. A gray
sedan nosed its way into the mess, moving with determined care
through the press of people and vehicles, pulling into a spot between
a ﬁre engine and the coroner's wagon. Though dressed casually, the
woman and two men who climbed out of the car examined the
scene with a less than casual thoroughness.
A DPD ofﬁcer saw them and approached, his arms extended to
wave them off. “You can't park there—”
Matt's dark detached gaze choked off the effort to stop him even
before he ﬂashed his badge.
“Matthew Kirby, United States Marshals Service.”
Nature had made Matt a hunter long before the government
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gave him his license to pursue. Time took nature's gift and honed
him into a force to be reckoned with. His powerful, stocky body
radiated raw aggression held in check. Determination beamed out
of eyes set deep in a face hammered out of mountain rock. Blunt
features neither asked nor gave quarter. He brushed his hair straight
back from his high broad hairline, unconcerned by its recession or
the lines cutting deep into the weathered skin around mouth and
eyes. Only in his full lower lip and a lift in the straight, dark brows
gave any indication that softness was possible, though not preferred.
A man of nature, part of the rugged mountains at his back, the
requirements of civilization on him looked as uneasy as the tie
knotted around the strong column of his neck. His conservative suit
jacket both conﬁned and contained the broad shoulders that angled
down to lean hips and powerful legs. A white shirt threw into sharp
relief the tan burned deep into his skin. His booted feet planted, his
large, square hands thrust into the pockets of his jeans, he looked
immovable.
The police ofﬁcer read the warning signs and chose not to get in
his way.
“Who's in charge?” An undercurrent of annoyance threaded
harshly into Matt's husky bass.
The cop gestured towards a woman and two men standing in
the driveway. “I guess that would be the Fire Marshal. Or Henshaw.
She's from Homicide. Over there, talking to the coroner's man.”
“Right.” Matt jerked his chin towards the house. “Let's go.”
He started forward, got blocked by two ﬁreﬁghters coiling a
hose. His shoulders hunched impatiently. “What a screw up. Deputy
Neuman oughta be shot.”
“All right.” Toby Riggs hitched up his pants, they immediately
sagged back into folds on his tennis shoes. He took a big bite of his
Egg McMufﬁn, chewed it with messy relish.
If Matt was rock, Riggs malleable clay. He tried to adhere to the
Marshals Service dress code, but some factor in his biology resisted
spit and polish. Fortunately for his future in the Service, his untidy
exterior and sleepy-cow-grazing gaze hid a brain designed for
solving puzzles and seeing through bull. His voice mufﬂed by its

More Mayhem, More Romance

79

passage through egg and mufﬁn, Riggs added, “If he's not a crispy
critter.”
“Crispy critter?” Alice Kerne's sculpted brows rose. An attractive
black woman balancing conﬁdently atop spiked heels, her designer
jeans and silk blouse hinted at the crisply intelligent point of view
that made her such a good foil for Matt and Riggs. Alice was far
more than just a nod to Afﬁrmative Action. No one stayed on Matt's
team to appease or please.
The Marshal's badge suspended from a chain about her neck
swayed between her generous breasts when she shifted her weight
from one foot to the other. “Not exactly sensitive, Riggs.”
He looked grieved. “I’m the most sensitive guy in the ofﬁce—”
“Compared to—?”
“Alice,” Matt cut her off, “you got those ﬁles faxed to us from
New Orleans this morning?”
She lifted a leather folder, then her brows in reproach that he'd
asked. Matt let her look pass. Her punishment waited inside the
house. It went against his instincts to do it, but it was part of the job.
She wanted it. The Supreme Court said he had to give it to her. At
least Alice didn't whine when she got it. He liked that about her.
“You're with me, Alice. Riggs, take the perimeter.” Their path
ﬁnally clear, Matt strode forward. Inside they ran into a wall of heat,
thinning smoke and the stench of cooked ﬂesh.
Matt held his ground, breathing shallowly until his sense of
smell adjusted, a trick he'd learned from a coroner at his ﬁrst crime
scene. No tricks for his eyes or mind to use to help him look at the
blackened, barely human forms amid the still smoking remains of
the living room. Around them, like grim sentinels, skeletons of what
had been furniture dotted the gutted room, while above electric
wires dangled uselessly.
“I guess we won't be needing their ID photos,” Alice said, a
sudden pallor leaving islands of makeup on her face.
“How many?” Matt asked.
“Three.” The Fire Marshal, a grotesque parody of Kris Kringle
in grimy gear, rubbed his face tiredly.
Matt looked at Alice, saw his own question reﬂected in her eyes.
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They'd been faxed ﬁles on ﬁve Deputy Marshals. Dani Gwynne's ﬁle
had already been in the ofﬁce in anticipation of her transfer to their
jurisdiction. “All the bodies here?”
The man nodded. “Our people found them when they got the
ﬁre under control.”
“Looks like you caught the ﬁre before it spread too far.” Alice's
eyes stayed blank as she studied the disposition of the dead.
“Neighbor called it in early.” The homicide detective, Henshaw
spoke this time. A sturdy, competent woman with tired eyes, a
smoke-smudged face, she had the inevitable chip on her shoulder
from making her way in the male world of law enforcement. “Baby
woke her up. She saw the glow in the windows. As soon as the ﬁre
was out, we moved in. When we found the badges, we called you.”
A ﬁreman signaled to the ﬁre marshal, who muttered an excuse
and left. Matt looked at Henshaw. “Your people been over the
scene?”
Henshaw's gaze passed over the black mounds, “Just a prelim.
At least one of them got it in the kitchen. There's enough blood in
there to ﬂoat a boat. Our guy says—”
She drew her hand across her throat.
“In the kitchen with the knife,” Alice murmured, giving Matt a
quick look. “Quick and quiet.”
“They all get caught napping?” Matt asked. He kept his face
cool, but couldn't do anything about the tension that started a knot
between his shoulder blades. Only one man he knew that could pull
off a hit this thorough, this messy, and get away clean. Ten years
since their last meeting. Matt would've been happy to make that
twenty.
“Maybe one insomniac in a bedroom.” Henshaw nodded
toward a hallway to their right, then hid a yawn behind her hand.
“Can I get my people started? We've been here two hours already.”
Matt nodded. “Have them start in the kitchen. Oh, and tell your
guy, when he does the blood work to look for the latest in tranqs.
This looks like the work of a guy who likes to neutralize everyone
but his target victim before he kills. Let's go look at that bedroom,
Alice.”

More Mayhem, More Romance

81

About halfway along the narrow hallway, the scorching marks of
the ﬁre faded into light brown carpet, but the choking smell of
smoke and death lingered.
“Looks like he dragged them to the living room after he killed
them, then started the ﬁre.” Alice kept to one side of the rusty
brown trail, nearly obscured in places by sooty boot marks, that ran
down the center of the hall. She hesitated, then burst out, “Why
move them? Why the ﬁre?”
Matt stepped over the marks into the ﬁrst bedroom. “With this
perp, the why only matters to him.”
“You've seen this before.”
“Yeah,” he moved about the room, not touching anything. “I’ve
seen this before.”
The dawning sun entered the room uneasily, falling on rumpled
bed sheets, messy with the marks of recent violence. A service
revolver hung in a holster over the edge of the bed, just inches from
the blood-splattered pillow. No insomniac here.
Matt moved to the next room, probably the witness's. Like the
previous room, rumpled bed covers were tossed back, but the
violence that had invaded this room hadn't touched the bed. Looked
like most of it went into a crumpled throw rug, except for the
bloody trail heading out the door towards the killer's funeral pyre.
A lamp lay in pieces between an overturned night stand and
desk chair. Scattering of books. Whether it indicated serious resis‐
tance or just a sloppy landing, he couldn’t tell.
If there had been resistance, it had not lasted long. Hard to
believe in God at crime scenes and yet—
A pragmatic man, not prone to imagining things, still Matt felt
the difference in a room where death came quietly and one where
the victim saw it coming.
This one saw it coming, fought it hard.
Matt stepped into the room through air still thick with smoke
and betrayed trust.
Alice propped a shoulder against the door frame and pulled out
the witness's ﬁle, scanning for information they didn't need to know.
Matt didn't stop her. They all had their own routine for coping.
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Alice liked to bond with the victim. Probably a female thing. He
liked to keep his distance.
“It started with a family affair turned nasty. Victim was a witness
against her ex-brother-in-law and upstanding citizen, Richard
Hastings.”
“Upstanding citizen with his own hit man?” Matt looked at her
with one brow arched.
Alice made a movement that could have been a nod or a shrug.
“Dani Gwynne, divorced romance writer.” She found a photo,
studied it, and then handed it to him. “She doesn't look like a
romance writer or a murder witness.”
What she looked like didn't matter anymore, but he was curious
to see what a romance writer looked like, so he studied the photo.
Alice was right, she didn't look like a romance writer. Or like what
they'd seen in the living room. Her face looked too alive to be dead,
surprisingly attractive. Weren't romance writers frustrated wall
ﬂowers or something?
Her face had a grownup beauty, as opposed to the walking
corpses of fashion runways and Hollywood semi-prostitutes. A
charm that owed nothing to youth, artiﬁce or surgical enhancement
and everything to character, though he was sure Alice would insist
her good bones helped some. The lines at the edges of her green
eyes and smiling mouth, the fullness time had added to her ﬁgure,
Matt considered a plus. He'd lost his taste for the young when he
quit being young.
Matt frowned down at the photo, uncomfortable with the odd
feeling that he had missed something by not knowing her. Still
holding her picture, he started around the perimeter of the room,
looking without touching, instinctively avoiding the places where her
blood had turned brown in the matted carpet.
“Caucasian female, thirty-four years old, ﬁve feet nine inches
tall, wouldn't give them her weight—with an appendix scar on her
right abdomen and another in the hairline above her left ear.” Alice
looked up. “Seems she fell off a ladder when she was six and is—
was afraid of heights.”
Matt found he didn't want the details of her life, not while
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assessing the chaos of her death. Every detail brought her more into
focus. She wasn't what he should be focusing on.
“Divorced soon after her eighteen-month-old daughter, Megan,
was killed in a car accident. Her ex, brother to Mr. Upstanding, was
driving when it happened and decided to become an alcoholic.” She
looked at Matt. “That sucks.”
They ought to know, he thought wryly. They had both done
time in divorce court.
“Likes to read—obviously,” Alice gave the scattered books a
pointed look, “and write, does amateur theater, loves New Orleans'
jazz and pastries, is interested in computers, likes to surf the Inter‐
net.” Alice looked up. “We could be soul-mates if she'd lose the
computer crap. A friend just gave me one of her books to read. I—
liked it. It had heart.”
“Really?” What did that mean? Matt used the tip of his pen
to slide open the dresser drawers. They were all empty. On the
desk was a laptop, plugged into both electrical and telephone
plug, the switch in the “on” position. If she had been working,
that might explain why she had been awake. The telephone line
to the computer was interesting—because it shouldn't have been
there.
“Let’s take the laptop with us when forensics has been over it,”
Matt said.
“Okay.” Alice ﬂipped to the next page of Dani's ﬁle. “Hmmm…
can't live without Diet Dr. Pepper and M&Ms. She has good taste in
junk food.”
“Isn't that a contradiction in terms?” Matt used the pen to sift
through the contents of the waste basket and found conﬁrmation of
her junk food preferences. He turned to the closet. On the rod hung
a tee shirt with the words, “My life is ﬁlled with romance, lust,
danger, and dust balls the size of cattle” written across the front.
Next to it was a severe black dress, the kind witnesses wear so juries
will know they are telling the truth. Next to it was a long, purple
feather boa.
Intrigued, Matt held it out for Alice to see. “Standard equip‐
ment for romance writing?”
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Alice grinned. “Maybe she was planning to wear it at the trial.
Wouldn't Sheridan have had a cow?”
Her obvious regret at missing the prosecuting attorney having a
cow kept the grin on Matt's face as he stepped into the bathroom.
The ﬁrst thing he saw was a towel, dry but with the indeﬁnable look
of having been used, slung over the mirror. What hadn't she wanted
to see, he wondered, the grin fading. A few personal items cluttered
the ledge above the sink, all well used. On the tub was a small bottle
of shampoo. He bent close and sniffed, catching the faint scent of—
coconut? Not ﬂowers or spice. No, the romance writer chose to
smell like fruit. It didn't seem to go with the boa or the M&M's. But
then, what would?
Against his better judgment, he looked at the photograph again,
trying to ﬁt her face with what he'd learned. The character in the
curving oval of her face didn't go with a purple boa. Cool green
eyes with integrity and an M&Ms addiction? A determined chin, the
sunlight striking gold in her hair, and color warming creamy skin
deﬁed the unalterable reality of her death.
“She traveled light,” he heard Alice say. She moved into his sight
line and knelt by the tumbled pile of books, “except for these.”
He could have got a dig in on Alice, who was notorious for
not traveling light. When he didn't, she looked up, her brows
arched.
“You ﬁnd something?”
“No.” He leaned against the door frame and watched Alice do a
visual catalog of a dead woman's reading material. Maybe it would
answer his questions, put his unease—and the romance writer—to
rest.
“Interesting mix. JD Robb, Tom Clancy, Tonya Huff, Alastair
Maclean, a couple of romances—oh, look, an advance copy of
Kelly Kerwin's new historical. Too bad it's evidence.” He heard the
hopeful question in Alice's voice and gave a negative grunt. She
sighed. “Here's your personal favorite: Louis L'Amour's Last of the
Breed—”
The romance writer had liked the story about a man who
refused to settle for what was possible? Matt frowned. Too bad this
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was the real world where what was possible was the only option
available.
Sometimes not even that.
“—the Bible, and something called Lord of the Rings,” she
twisted her head to see better, “which seems to be two books of a
fantasy trilogy about some ring, oh, there's the other one, by your
foot.”
Matt read the title through a smattering of her blood.
“You all right?” Alice stood up, looked at him in concern.
He rubbed away the sweat beading on his forehead. “It's hot.”
“As an oven.” She looked around. “Shame.”
“Yeah.” Beyond Alice, Matt saw the bed, the white sheets
thrown back, the pillow bunched against the headboard as if she'd
had trouble getting comfortable. Stronger than before, he felt her
passionate rejection of death. She had not gone quietly into the
night in this dreary little room. Like something tangible, he could
feel her demanding that he—what? He couldn't change what had
happened.
He could only hunt her killer.
He handed Alice the photo.
“We done here?” Her voice neutral, she secured the ﬁle and
tucked it back under her arm.
“Yeah. Put a call in, have Henry start pulling up everything he
can ﬁnd on a hit man named Jonathan Hayes—” Matt broke off as
Riggs came in. “What you got?”
“Killer did a ﬁrst class job of bypassing the security system. Cut
the phone lines, too. Fire boys trampled things outside, but I did ﬁnd
one thing that doesn't quite ﬁt.”
“What's that?”
“The ﬂower bed outside this room is all torn up.”
“Really.” Matt pulled the curtains back and found the window
off the latch and ajar. “Show me.”
Outside Matt followed the marks in the ﬂower bed to where they
stopped by the corner of the house. Had someone stood there,
perhaps straining to hear or see in the pre-dawn dark, while the
orange glow of ﬁre ﬂickered nearby? They had three members of
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the team still unaccounted for. If someone had survived, why hadn't
they phoned home?
Alice came around the corner of the house and Matt turned to
her. “Got something?”
“How do you feel about the resurrected?” she said.
“What?”
She shrugged. “Neuman and McBride aren't crispy critters after
all.”
Riggs looked disappointed. “Does that make them the bad guys
or one bad guy and one dupe?”
“Let's go ﬁnd out.” Matt frowned. Two down, one left to
account for. Maybe one of them could explain how Jonathan Hayes
had found and killed three people as easy as taking a walk in the
park.
“Two deputies and Gwynne were in the house when we left to
take Peg—Deputy Oliver—to the hospital,” Neuman said, his clean
cut, nice guy face white with shock. “McBride came with me.”
That accounted for everyone. So why was his gut still insisting
that something didn't add up? Matt exchanged a quick look with
Riggs before he said, “You screwed up, Neuman.”
Neuman shoved a trembling hand through his dark thatch of
hair, marring the perfect line. “No shit.”
Either he was seriously shaken up or a big loss to Hollywood,
Matt thought grimly. “You didn't smell a rat in your op when your
girl got sick?”
“Of course I did! I've smelled a rat since I got this detail! I asked
the hospital to run tests—sent McBride off to arrange a move,
but—”
Matt bit back a blistering critique. “Go to the hospital and talk
to her, Alice.”
Neuman looked up, spots of color coming into his cheeks. “I’ll
go with you. It's going to hit Peg hard—”
“That's the down side of a blown op.” His mixed feelings put a
sharp edge to Matt's voice. “Isn't that right, Alice?”
“That's right.” Her face was as unforgiving as Matt felt.
“And you'll break it to her gentle, won't you?”
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“Gentle's my middle name,” Alice said.
Right after “castrating bitch,” according to her ex-husband,
Matt recalled with grim humor. Course, he'd gotten on her bad side.
Not a good place to be.
“I want—”
“I don't give a rat's ass what you want, Neuman.” Over
Neuman's shoulder Matt saw the ﬁrst body being wheeled out of the
house. “You're still on duty. Or maybe you don't care if we catch the
son of a bitch that killed your witness and your people?”
“You bastard.” Neuman's ﬁsts clenched.
“Try it,” Matt said, wishing he would. He had wanted to hit
something or someone since he got the call from PD. Maybe
Neuman realized it. He didn't try.

The sun climbed slowly at ﬁrst, ﬁnally springing free of the
mountains to throw warm light across the park bench Dani had
been sitting on since the ﬁrst rush of adrenaline gave out. Dry air
felt cool against her face, the polar opposite of New Orleans in
August. It was pleasant to be dry instead of soggy, to sit gazing at a
spare aspect rather than a lush one.
She wasn’t afraid. She had seen Dark Lord leave, chillingly
conﬁdant that he’d completed his bloody task. No, this was shock.
She should know. She’d been here, done this when her baby died—
In a tree above her head, a bird trilled a cheerful morning song.
Startled by the sound, Dani looked up at the tree and got blinded by
the painful yellow halo of sun behind it.
It shouldn’t be there, not after what happened.
“Dismantle the sun, pour away the ocean and sweep up the woods: For
nothing now can ever come to any good . . .”
The poem by Auden emerged from the past. Right for the
moment, right to remember it now when she was once more a
surprised survivor in life’s lottery. Richard had read it at Megan’s
funeral ten years ago. There seemed a perverse symmetry in linking
the poignant past to the painful present. Richard was such an
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important part of both, more so even than Steven, his brother, who
was Meggie’s father and Dani’s ex-husband. Odd to know now,
when it was too late, who was important and who wasn’t.
Odder to be alive when she should be dead. Three times should
be out. Sure wasn’t a charm to ﬁnd herself once again upright and
looking at death. The three deaths swirled through her mind on the
other side of shock’s cushion, beckoning her to join them where fear
and pain no longer ruled. Soon . . .
She heard a muted roar as a ﬁre engine trundled the length of
the park across from her, then turned ponderously into the ﬂow of
trafﬁc. She had watched it arrive. Now it was leaving, followed by
the ambulance carrying the bodies of the men and woman who had
died to keep her alive.
When it was out of sight, she picked up her backpack from the
park bench with the same automatic reﬂex that made her grab it
from the closet ﬂoor and added it to the weight of their deaths on
her shoulders.
Glad to still be in shock, she turned east, toward the rising sun
and the cluster of skyscrapers that was downtown Denver.

Buy The Last Enemy to climb into a mile-high mystery today!

BYTE ME

A virtual vigilante with a killer in her sights.
A deputy marshal caught in the middle.
Can they go beyond the law to make things
right?
Phoebe Mentel has been honing her
hacking skills with one mission in mind.
While the man who murdered her sister
thinks his money and connections will keep
him safe, Phoebe has other plans. She and
her gang of vigilante hackers are hot on the
killer’s trail, but they aren’t the only ones on the prowl…
US Deputy Marshal Jake Kirby wishes he would’ve ignored his
gut feeling. If he had, he never would’ve walked into Phoebe’s
Colorado country western bar, and he certainly wouldn’t have had
to arrest the alluring hacker. While he doesn’t blame her for seeking
vengeance, even the woman of his dreams isn’t above the law…
But as Phoebe and Jake broker a deal to work together, the killer
they seek is willing to break every rule in the book to keep his
freedom…
Byte Me is a suspense-ﬁlled mystery with a dash of humor. If you

90

PA U L I N E B A I R D J O N E S

like tech-savvy thrillers, eccentric characters, and romance under
ﬁre, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’ next standalone installment
in her Lonesome Lawmen series.
Buy Byte Me to decode this virtual mystery today!

When you write your ﬁrst novel—and even your second or third—
you are pushing your boundaries because it’s all new and the
boundaries are mostly about your own expectations for yourself. It’s
about believing you can write another book and another. And
ﬁguring your process and voice.
I wouldn’t say that writing has much of a comfort zone. Even if
you stick with the safe in your writing, just putting your work out
there results in reviews and other whacks upside the head (though I
have been very fortunate in the majority of my reviews). And back
in the day, when I ﬁrst started publishing, putting my work out there
meant rejections from agents and editors, long before I got to the
reviews part.
I did two things that were both right and painful when I
embarked on the book that would become Byte Me.
The ﬁrst right/painful choice was to commit to writing a book
based on a single character. The Last Enemy was so well received by
my two publishers at the time, and the main character in The Last
Enemy had a couple of brothers, so I went out on a personal limb
and asked my editors if they would be interested in stories about the
other two brothers. I got an enthusiastic YES from both of them.
Followed by panic from me. What was I thinking? I’d written
three books and all of them had been ﬁnished before being
submitted to editors for vetting. Now I was proposing to write two
whole books that weren’t even ideas yet! All I had were a couple of
guys. Okay, I had settings. And they had a mom. And jobs. But I
need stories. I needed plots. I needed heroines and villains and
opposition.
The good news was, I only had to write one book at a time. So I
focused on a brother. Jake was, like Matt in The Last Enemy, a US
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Deputy Marshal. What would his perfect match look like? What
would she do?
And that’s when I made my next right/sort of wrong/painful
choice. I’d heard a quote somewhere, said by someone famous that
went something like—if your hero is a ﬁreman, then your heroine
should be a suspected arsonist. My memory is not great, so I
managed to edit out suspected.
Oops.
So I made Phoebe an “actual” not “suspected”thief. Worse, I
made her way smarter than me.
I wrote myself into several corners while working on this book,
but I learned something very important, too. That if I put in real
work on creating my characters, they will become my ally in telling
their story. Phoebe helped us ﬁnd our way out of those corners. She
worked with me all the way to The End. And she helped me face
the next book with more conﬁdence.
Remembering Phoebe and my other “ﬁrst characters” is helping
me with my latest project. It’s so easy to get caught up in trying to
do it right, that I’d lost sight of my own process. I can feel my
insides relaxing (my characters are telling me, Finally!), and I’m
excited again.
Because in the end, I do this because I like writing. I like telling
stories.
What other’s have to say about Byte Me:
"Pauline Jones is an accomplished writer able to engage superbly
crafted characters with plot-line surprises that play fair with both
her story, her characters, and her readers. Also highly recommended
is her earlier novels, The Last Enemy and The Spy Who Kissed Me."
Midwest Book Review
"Ms. Jones makes a large splash with each new book and Byte Me
is no exception. The intricate plot and compelling characters make
this a nail-biting read." Four and one-half stars and a December
Top Pick, Romantic Times Magazine
"Ms. Jones does an incredible job of using words to paint the
backdrop surrounding this lush tale of romance, suspense and
intrigue. Jake is a strong, determined Marshal who kept the action at

92

PA U L I N E B A I R D J O N E S

a max throughout the story. Phoebe is also headstrong, smart and
sexy, as she provides a great partner for Jake. The romance adds
charm to Byte Me. Byte Me has already gained quite a following, and
I feel that the re-release...will gain a number of additional fans." The
Romance Reader's Connection
Buy Byte Me to decode this virtual mystery today!

1ST CHAPTER - BYTE ME

“His name is Oliver Smith.” Jake Kirby looked across the body at
the detective, Mac something-or-other, kneeling on the other side.
Jake never forgot who he was hunting or any details about them, but
there were just too many cops in too many towns and he’d met most
of them tracking fugitives for the U.S. Marshals Service. “Ollie to
his friends. He was on my least-likely-to-die-violently list.”
Mac, middle-aged and showing signs of awe at working a crime
scene with a Deputy U.S. Marshal, gestured toward Ollie’s face,
taking care not to touch the hole punched between his bruised eyes.
“Someone sure worked him over good before they killed him?”
Mac didn’t say it, but Jake heard the “why” in his voice. A good
question with no answer. Had the killer got the answer he wanted?
Jake rose, his senses on full alert as he studied the one-room
apartment that had been Ollie’s last stand. It had one ofﬁcial
entrance, though a ﬁre escape was visible out the lone window. Two
other doors led to a closet and a bathroom, now being rummaged
through by what passed for crime scene techs in this small Montana
backwater. Shabby furniture and a clutter of dishes around the
Pullman kitchen afﬁxed to one wall looked odd sharing space with
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the high-tech computer being dusted for prints. The smell of blood
mingled with that of old food, older building and Ollie’s slowly dissi‐
pating aftershave.
“What’d a geek like him do to get federal attention?” Mac asked,
giving Ollie’s innocuous-looking face a last glance before straight‐
ening his own ﬁfty-something body with a grimace of pain.
“Failing to do his time for a variety of computer-related crimes
and high-tech burglaries,” Jake said. “He is—was—a hard man to
hang on to.”
“What put you on his trail?”
“He used an old alias to book his ﬂight out of Denver. Must
have been in deep trouble to make a mistake like that.” Jake
signaled to the tech emerging from the bathroom with various
bagged toiletries, examined each bag, then frowned. “No Old Spice.
So Ollie didn’t live here.”
“Old Spice?” Mac asked.
“Everybody has something they can’t give up. Ollie’s was Old
Spice.”
Mac gave him a skeptical look. Jake got a lot of skeptical looks,
so he wasn’t offended. “Smell him.”
It was obvious Mac didn’t want to sniff Ollie’s corpse, but he
didn’t know how to get out of it, so he did, a look of surprise
chasing distaste from his face.
“Landlord says the tenant’s name was Jones. John Jones. Young
guy,” he offered in lieu of anything better to say as he got up and
followed Jake to the kitchen area.
Jake studied the debris, looking without touching. A tech
dumped the contents of the trash can out onto a plastic sheet, a tiny
shower of pistachio shells among the debris. He began sorting it into
evidence bags.
“Speaking of things you can’t give up.” A lot of people liked
pistachios, but few liked them as much as Dewey Hyatt. Did that
make Hyatt the tenant or another visitor? With luck, ﬁngerprints
would tell the tale.
“I want you to compare any prints with—”

More Mayhem, More Romance

95

A stir in the doorway swallowed up the end of his sentence. Jake
turned in time to see Bryn Bailey ﬂash her FBI badge at the cop
trying to stop her from coming in. The cop, not surprisingly, fell
back. It was a common reaction to Bryn, even without the badge.
Vigorous and driven, this poster girl for FBI afﬁrmative action
was high gloss, with a near-regal beauty wrapped in a sexy black
power suit that concealed her practical side. Beneath the suit and
the ﬂawless makeup was a farmer’s daughter, a lass of the soil. Yeah,
she wore spiked heels, but she used them like boots. Wasn’t afraid to
mess up her hair tackling a perp either. Not that her assignment to
electronic crimes required a lot of body contact with the bad guys.
Wasn’t too hard on her manicure either, if the red pointed tips were
any indication.
If Jake had to hunt with a “Fibbie,” then it might as well be
Bryn. She had a good nose for following a trail and was less averse
than some to following what seemed like a wild-goose chase.
Couldn’t relax with her, though. Anyone dumb enough to give Bryn
even the slim edge of the wedge would ﬁnd she’d taken a big chunk
of the credit. And she’d look surprised if anyone had the guts to
object.
Right now she looked annoyed.
Bryn was more than annoyed at ﬁnding Jake here before her.
She crossed her arms and looked at him, ﬁghting to stop the
mixture of chagrin and resignation bubbling up her inside
appearing on her outside. “Jake Kirby. Why am I not surprised?”
Bryn was tall, but Jake topped her by at least four inches, which
did nothing to help her shake off the “little woman” feeling she
always got around him. Maybe it was a genetic response. Or a
primal one. Lean to the point of lanky, he had a graceful strength
only apparent when he was in motion. Worn blue denims and a soft
white tee shirt hugged his lean body the way half the female popula‐
tion would like to.
Something about a guy not in uniform, she decided with an
inward sigh.
As if he caught her thought, his signature charm-intensive grin
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spread across his absurdly young-looking face. Amusement lit eyes
too blue for any woman’s good. They were piercing enough to see
through lead. The nose between the eyes was straight, the full
mouth below sweet in repose, wicked in response.
His tousled light brown hair was brushed straight back from his
high broad forehead, except for a few tendrils that fell forward,
adding to his little-boy-lost look. His eyes weren’t lost or young
though. They were old and wise. Set deep beneath run-amok brows
and framed by worry lines a girl had to curl her hands into ﬁsts to
resist smoothing away, they saw everything, were surprised by noth‐
ing. His deceptive air of innocence put a smoke screen around a
just-shy-of-ruthless determination. This wasn’t a man who feared
anything or gave up ground. He was the Marshals Service’s top
tracker. If he didn’t get his man, no one could. Or the quarry was
dead, like poor old Ollie Smith soon to be tucked into a morgue
drawer.
“Let me guess,” she said on a deliberate drawl, “you found
him?”
Jake’s shrug and quick grin was her answer. It was almost spooky
the way he could feel his way to the fugitive of the hour. The guy
was a born hunter. Pity the poor woman he ﬁnally set his sights on.
She’d be shoeless and in the kitchen before she knew what hit her.
For an instant Bryn let herself wonder what she’d be like, this
mythical woman Jake might someday hunt, might someday want
enough to keep. To her annoyance, it wasn’t pity she felt. It was
envy.
She walked up to Ollie and looked down, directing her attention
to the problem at hand. His killer had saved the taxpayers a bunch
of cash in court and incarceration fees, but had cost her a lead in
her own investigation. Like Jake, she was hunting. “Wish I knew
how you did it.”
His grin got wider and whiter. His dentist must love him.
“Magic,” he said.
Bryn didn’t grin back, but only because she wouldn’t let herself,
not because her mouth wasn’t entirely willing to oblige him. He
didn’t need to be encouraged in his pain-in-the-ass behavior.
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Jake looked at his watch. “You take a rocket out of DC?”
“I was already on my way.” Just thinking about why took away
all desire to smile. The quick questioning arch of Jake’s brow didn’t
improve her mood. “I got a hot tip.”
Her mouth tightened as she thought about her hot tipper, the
mythical and mysterious hacker known only as Phagan. It was him
she hunted, though apparently not very well, or he wouldn’t be
sending her leads. She wouldn’t allow herself to stop and think why
he did that. It just made her crazy.
She saw questions in Jake’s eyes and put up a do-not-ask sign in
hers, then went on the attack with a subject change. “This closes the
ﬁle on Ollie-as-fugitive, so why are you still here and not already
after your next fugitive?” She waited a beat, then added, “And don’t
give me that curiosity crap.”
“I am after my next fugitive,” Jake said, then made her wait for
whom.
He hadn’t been spanked enough as a child. She gave him a look,
so he gave her what she wanted.
“Hyatt.”
“Dewey Hyatt?” Her smile was slow and loaded enough to
make Mac catch his aging breath. “Maybe you are magic, Kirby.”

Peter Harding stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring
out the window without seeing the panoramic view of Denver
spread out below him or the distant Rocky Mountains acting as
frame. What he saw, what he always saw, was the reﬂection of
himself.
The handsome man, ﬂawlessly turned out in a custom-made silk
suit of softest gray, was still a stranger, though a pleasing one. The
hair ﬂowing thick and sleek from a high, proud forehead, and the
kindly gray eyes, were his, though the blond hair color came from a
bottle. The patrician face, newly restored to vigor by a visit to the
plastic surgeon, and that gave him the air of a statesman, had
become his own years ago. He liked to think it was the way he’d
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always been meant to look. He hadn’t changed, just trimmed away
the rough edges.
The discerning found him almost too perfect. Sensed the elusive
aura of a man playing a part and playing it very well. Buried deep
beneath the superﬁcial warmth of his light gray eyes was the cold
heart of a completely amoral, utterly ruthless man.
The charm with which nature had so generously endowed him
dazzled those who knew him slightly. Got caught in the radiance of
a personality that knew how to beam wide from a shallow base.
Those who knew him well fell into two camps. Those who were
the fortunate beneﬁciaries of his schemes and those who were the
victims of the ruthlessness with which he used the bounties nature
had given him to get what he wanted. The lucky ones got only
moderately singed by the casual contempt he had for their lives or
hopes.
There were few lucky ones in his world.
Fools, all of them; in his opinion they deserved what they got.
The cosmos allowed only a few winners and a lot of losers at any
given moment. Fate had constructed him to be a winner. Now, after
years of planning, fate had brought him within reach of achieving
all he’d ever wanted.
His reﬂection showed neither satisfaction nor guilt over his ways
and means. Guilt clouded the issue, though he sometimes found it
useful for others to be caught in its toils. Satisfaction would be
premature. He was too careful to fall into that trap.
Impatience was his choice of the hour. He looked at his watch
yet again, bit back an imprecation, and noticed the wrinkling of
recently smoothed skin in his reﬂection in the glass. He smoothed
the area with the tip of one manicured ﬁnger, enjoying the feel of
almost young skin.
Amazing how easily youth was restored if you had enough
money. He adjusted some wayward strands in his expensively cut
hair. Defying his paternal genes, his hairline was the same as it
always had been.
Nice to exceed the paternal model in every way possible.
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Was the petty thief looking up from hell proud of what his
genes, combined with those of a third-rate prostitute, had wrought?
Probably not.
Peter smiled, the coldly satisﬁed smile that few rarely saw,
certainly not his soon-to-be-announced ﬁancée. Only a fool let the
quarry see the cold steel jaws of the trap ready to close with bruising
force around them.
Peter was no fool.
The door opened soundlessly behind him, but he’d been
watching for it and turned with concealed relief as Barrett Stern
stepped in, closing the door behind him.
Bumps and delays were all too common on the road to power,
but in the past few months Peter seemed be experiencing more of
them than usual. With luck, Stern had once again removed one
for him.
“You’re late,” Peter said.
A tall man with the ability to look shorter when needed, Stern had
pale hair and flat cold eyes that looked as if light couldn’t penetrate, let
alone warm them. He had a thin bland face, a thinner mouth that
neither smiled nor frowned. The knack to pass almost unnoticed was a
skill he’d taken pains to cultivate, content to leave the limelight to Peter.
The power he sought was the kind that couldn’t survive scrutiny. Like
the ancient gods, he found that only the taking of life satisfied his needs.
He walked to the middle of the room and stopped, sliding his
hands into the pockets of his off-the-rack pants.
“No. I’m not,” Stern said, his voice ﬂat and even.
Peter stiffened at the lack of apology in Stern’s voice. Perhaps he
thought that knowing where Peter’s past was buried gave him a getout-of-awe-free card. He was wrong, but now wasn’t the time to tell
him. Only a fool poked a snake with a stick when the bloodlust was
on him.
Peter dropped into his leather chair, taking care to arrange the
creases of his suit for minimal wrinkling. He nodded toward one of
the wing chairs in front of the desk, but Stern strolled between them
instead.

100

PA U L I N E B A I R D J O N E S

This also annoyed, but Peter didn’t let that show either as he
leaned back, his ﬁngers making a steeple for his chin to rest lightly
on. “I hope you have something good to report.”
Stern’s shoulders moved in what might have been a shrug. “He’s
dead. I’m not sure if he’s gone.”
“Did you ﬁnd—”
“If he had anything, it wasn’t on him. Could’ve been taking a
pass, planning to go back later.”
“How did he get into the RABBIT ﬁles? He didn’t have clear‐
ance. If the Feds ﬁnd out—” Peter shuddered, a frown once again
pulling at his refreshed skin until he realized it and stopped himself.
RABBIT, a highly specialized supercomputer chip they were devel‐
oping for the military, was responsible for most of the bumps
plaguing him right now. Stern had warned him about getting
involved with government contracts, but the money had been too
good to pass up.
“How are they going to ﬁnd out?” Stern shrugged, the move‐
ment made his ill-ﬁtting jacket gape and exposed the holster at his
waist. “I got his company ID. And if someone does happen to make
the connection, I’ve erased all records of his incursions into the
secure ﬁles.”
Peter wasn’t convinced. His instincts, the only thing he trusted,
were twitching like they hadn’t since the night he lost Nadine. Just
thinking about her started a tic below his right eye. “We have no
clue what he found or if he told anyone?”
“Nope.” Stern stood unmoving except for the rhythmic ﬂutter
of his light lashes. “I was on him as soon as the computer ﬂagged
the intrusion. Took the same ﬂight. Followed him all the way to his
bolt-hole. But I couldn’t see him every minute.”
“Did you question him?”
Stern stirred, a ﬂicker of pleasure passing through his dead eyes.
“He wasn’t very resilient.”
Peter looked away, disquieted by the sudden urge to make sure
that if push came to shove, Stern died ﬁrst. “Great, so we don’t
know who his contact was?”
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Stern shrugged again. “Only thing I found in the dive was some
very fancy computer equipment and a bunch of ﬂyers.”
He extracted a sheet from his inside pocket and tossed it to
Peter, who opened the sheet, studied it, then frowned.
“He headed for Montana like an arrow. Why would he have
ﬂyers for a bar in Estes Park?”
Stern looked bored. “No way to know if he brought them or
they were already there.”
Peter crumpled the edges of the ﬂyer, then loosened his grip,
smoothing the sheet and studying it again. “Do you think it’s impor‐
tant? Maybe you should check—”
“I’ve already sent one of my men. Country-western bars aren’t
my natural habitat.”
“I guess not.” Peter looked amused before worry overtook him
again. “Lucky you were here to see the security ﬂag come up.”
“Maybe.” Stern didn’t believe in luck.
“What a mess!” Peter jumped up and paced to the window.
“That’s why we have a backup plan.”
“I don’t like the timing. We’re announcing the engagement and
my candidacy on Sunday.”
“How is the prospective ﬁrst lady?”
Peter’s expression turned feral. “Eager. Her daddy not quite as
much, but he’ll come round when I’m governor—and the grand‐
children start arriving.”
Stern joined him by the window.
“Grandchildren. Interesting concept. Course, you’ll have to curb
your appetites to make it work. The press isn’t as careless as they
used to be about politicians’ hobbies.”
Peter’s face lost its complacency, his gaze shifting away from
Stern. “I am aware of the need for discretion.”
“The question isn’t do you know it but can you do it?”
“Yes.” He’d give up what he must to get Audrey and her father’s
political clout. If need pressed, there were ways to get sustenance on
the side. “I have my memories to sustain me.”
“Stick to memories they’ll be calling you Governor.”
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“Yes.” Peter smiled. Governor. That all-important next step
toward more power over lives, land, people. A different kind of lust
sent an electric charge across his newly tightened skin. When that
power was his, he could do whatever he wanted. And Audrey? He’d
do what he wanted with her, too. In time, after he’d properly
schooled her, her life would be his to do with as he pleased. Her life
and those of her daughters. He smiled, thinking of the smaller,
perfect versions of their mother.
Were they strong enough for his love? He didn’t know. He hoped
so. He wanted them to be strong—though not as strong as Nadine,
who’d gotten away from him, and Kerry Anne who almost hadn’t. It
still surprised him that they were both stronger than their drunken
slut of a mother who’d taken a voluntary dive down her oh-soelegant stairs. Two suicides in two months turned out to be too
much, even for the laid back small town cops of his former home.
Immediately after her funeral, he’d retired his Montgomery Justice
identity. It was in the interim between that one and his present life
as Peter Harding, that he’d met Stern, who had also been someone
else.
“You slip up, Peter, you’ll be getting a number and strip searched
instead of sworn in,” Stern said, breaking into his side trip down
memory lane.
“I know what’s at stake.” Peter shifted irritably at the tiny cloud
of old business that shadowed his vision of the future. Where was
Nadine? Could she have found him? Was she the one—?
“It hasn’t stopped,” he admitted. “I’m still getting the
messages.”
“He might have left something behind to foul up our computer
systems. I’ll check it out.” Stern looked at Peter. “Unless there’s
something you’re not telling me?”
“I got a note,” Peter admitted. He unlocked a drawer and
extracted a folded sheet of cheap notepaper.
Stern took the sheet and opened it. Letters cut out of a news‐
paper formed the words: I know.
“Cryptic.” He was quiet for a moment. “If someone is pulling
your chain—”
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“How could they know to pull that chain?” Peter heard the
rising panic of his own voice and reined it in. “How could anyone
know?”
“We don’t know they’re pulling that chain. Relax. I made sure
that no part of your past can be traced to this present.”
“Unless it’s Nadine.”
Stern shrugged. “What if it is? She has no proof. The person
you were is gone.”
“The press feed on innuendo like piranhas on ﬂesh. All it would
take is a whiff of suspicion to end my political career.”
Stern turned, walked back around the desk and dropped into
Peter’s own chair. He stretched out his feet; his hands unnaturally
still on the armrests, that look of pleasure coming back to his eyes.
“Not if I take care of her before she gets to the press. The same
way you took care of her big sister.”

The sun was hanging low on the horizon by the time they hauled
Ollie out in his body bag. Outside the window, the low-rent district
where Oliver Smith met his end looked sad under the fading August
sun. Inside, the light was merciless when it found its way through the
dirty windowpanes. It bumped up the smell of garlic, old deer meat
and onion. It outstripped the pitiful air conditioning and put beads
of sweat on poor Mac’s face. The detective was already showing
stress at being caught between the immovable FBI agent and the
hard-as-a-rock Deputy Marshal, Jake noted with amused sympathy.
The techs faded away in a discreet hurry, leaving Jake to ﬁnish
up with Bryn, who was seated in front of the computer. Mac went
out, too, muttering something about getting them all something cold
to drink.
“How long has it been since we’ve had a whiff of a trail on
Hyatt?” Jake stood in the middle of the room, turning in a slow
circle. In one corner, shoved up against the peeling green paint of
the wall, was a rumpled bed, in another a lumpy chair and crooked
ﬂoor lamp. But it wasn’t the place he was straining to pick up on. It

104

PA U L I N E B A I R D J O N E S

was the people who’d been there. Even in the most generic of
settings, it was hard not to leave some traces of your personal taste
behind.
He stopped turning when he got to Bryn and the sturdy desk
tucked in a kind of alcove next to the closet. She’d been sitting there
for what seemed an hour, like a virgin trying to make up her mind to
have sex, while the crime scene slowly cleared.
“Two years, almost to the day. The Interplex Technology heist,”
she said.
“I remember that one. Almost perfect piece of work. Like to
meet the guys who plan their heists.”
“You and half the law enforcement agencies in the country.”
Something in the way she said it triggered Jake’s instincts. Jake
walked over to her, propping a shoulder against the doorjamb. “It’s
not one guy, is it?”
She hesitated, then nodded. “I had my hands on one of
Phagan’s kids for a very short time. He let slip a nickname.”
Jake arched a brow.
After another hesitation she said, “The kid called him Pathphin‐
der. Apropos, isn’t it?”
“Almost too.” Pathﬁnder. More modest than mastermind, Jake
mused. Not a lot to go on, but then, if the ﬁle Bryn had reluctantly
shared with him was accurate, the FBI knew about that much about
the notorious hacker who called himself Phagan. They knew a little
more about Dewey Hyatt, his second in command and the fugitive
Jake now had his sights set on, and that their operation somehow
involved teenage runaways. Precious little, unless Bryn was still
holding out on him, which was possible, since interagency coopera‐
tion was a contradiction in terms.
“Kid could’ve been blowing smoke up my skirt, but it didn’t feel
like it,” Bryn said. “As usual, Phagan spirited the kid away before I
could ﬁnd out more.”
There was something in her voice that told Jake she’d let this
particular hunt get a tad personal. Big mistake, but she already
knew that. Bryn was as strict with herself as she was with a
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colleague. It was what made it both pleasure and pain to work
with her.
“Fagan?” The question came from Mac, who had returned
bearing soft drinks. He handed them out while Jake looked at Bryn
for direction. She gave a slight shake of her head. No reason to
make Phagan more of a legend than he already was. Besides, if the
locals smelled a big ﬁsh, they’d start withholding information,
hoping to make a big collar on their own. Why make it easier for
Phagan to elude them? Not that he was having any trouble now.
“The thief in Oliver Twist,” Jake said.
Mac rubbed his forehead as if it hurt. “Oh.”
Jake hid a grin with a long cool drink from his cup, not too
surprised Mac wasn’t into classic literature or musicals.
Bryn took a drink, then a deep breath, one that seemed
weighted with purpose, and turned back to the computer. Her
hands hovered above the keyboard as if it were a bomb that might
go off. The screen was dark, but the green cursor glowed in the
lower right hand corner.
“Anyone touch the computer while securing the scene?” Bryn
asked with a reluctance that was out of character.
“No, ma’am,” Mac said, “except to dust for prints.”
She wriggled her ﬁngers, like a maestro, then lowered her hands
and tapped a few keys. Nothing happened. The computer wasn’t
going to give up its secrets without a ﬁght. She scowled. Mac shifted,
dabbing at the sweat on his brow.
Jake leaned across her and picked up a plastic wrapped sheet
from the clutter of evidence bags. It was a simple ﬂyer advertising a
country-western bar called JR’s located near Estes Park, Colorado.
Though Jake was assigned to DC and had an apartment there, he
called Denver home. He’d been born and raised in Denver and his
mom and brothers still lived there. He knew Estes, too, and thought
he remembered the bar. His family had a cabin just outside Rocky
Mountain National Park. It took him a bit of thinking to pull up a
memory of a log structure east of town on 34. Good music. Better
beer.
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The ﬂyer was an odd thing to ﬁnd so far from its home. Even
odder, the series of numbers and letters written down one side.
“Any idea what this is?” he asked, distracting Bryn from her
attack on the computer.
She seemed relieved at the distraction, rather than annoyed as
she took it. “It’s an Internet address for a MUD.”
Jake blinked. “A mud?”
Bryn smiled with a decidedly superior air. “A multi-user
dungeon. A place on the Internet where people meet to play games.
Looks like home is in Colorado.” She gave at Jake with a tense look.
“Dewey and his friends like to play games.”
As if on cue, Jake heard a humming sound. A small airplane
ﬂew across the computer screen dragging a banner that had written
on it: You’ll have to do better than that, darling.
Bryn choked and banged on the keyboard with her ﬁsts. The
airplane did ﬂy out of sight, but it wasn’t over. A small Yugo putted
across the bottom of the screen with the words Love, Phagan on a sign
on the roof.
Jake opened his mouth, but Bryn’s look shriveled the words in
his throat. He took a careful step back, avoiding eye contact with
Mac. His elbow bumped a pile of evidence bags, starting a small
avalanche that spread to the other side of the desk and continued
onto the ﬂoor. He bent to pick them up.
Bryn looked at Mac, her eyes scary and her smile steely. “I don’t
want anyone but you near this computer, until this person,” she
scribbled a name on the back of her card and handed it to him,
“comes to pick it up. Don’t show that name to anyone. Don’t tell it
to anyone. You, yourself, bring the guy here to pack it up, and stay
with all the way back to the airport. Understand?”
He nodded. “But...”
“We might still be able to pull something off the hard drive.”
She stood up and stepped close to him. “No mistakes. I’d hate to
have to come back and rip your heart out.” She stared at him for a
long beat. “And eat it.”
Mac gulped twice before he managed to say, “No, ma’am, I
mean, yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.”
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Jake started to dump the bags of evidence back onto the desk
when he saw what the bags had been hiding. An answering
machine, with a blinking message light.
“Looks like somebody has a message.” Jake crouched down and
studied the machine, then looked at Bryn.
Bryn turned to stare. “Somebody wouldn’t be that stupid, would
they?”
Mac craned to see. “It wasn’t doing that before.”
Jake still had on surgical exam gloves, so he tilted the machine.
Fingerprinting powder fell off it in a mini-shower. He found the
volume at zero on both ringer and recorder. With the volume turned
up, he rewound the tape, then pushed play.
A tinny voice came out of the speaker.
“If you’re there, pick up.” A pause, then a sigh. “Call Path‐
phinder ASAP. And if you see Phagan, tell him the egg’s in the nest
—should hatch right on schedule. If we still have a schedule. You
know where to reach me.”
A hesitation. Then a click.
“Well, I’ll be—” Bryn looked at Jake in awe. “Pathphinder is a
woman.”
“What was that about an egg?” Mac asked, the effort of trying
to keep up written in neon across his face.
“A cuckoo’s egg.” She hesitated, as if she’d like to stop there, but
Jake arched his eyebrows for more. “In cyberspace, an ‘egg’ is a
computer program laid in a host machine where it will ‘hatch’ at
some later time or from some speciﬁc action.”
“Laid?” Jake frowned. “To do what?”
“Anything the cuckoo wants. Give unauthorized access. Crash,
maim or destroy. Phagan’s used them to disable security systems and
to download sensitive data. Like the Trojan horse, they’re bad news
for the ‘nest’ computer.”
Jake nodded then looked at the phone. “I wonder…”
He lifted the receiver and punched in the callback code. In a few
moments it was ringing. He held the phone out so Bryn and Mac
could hear a voice with a decided Texas accent say, “JR’s in Estes
Park. What can I do you for?”
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Jake replaced the phone without answering and then grinned at
Bryn whose jaw had dropped.
“It couldn’t be that easy, could it?” she asked.
“If the bad guys were sensible, our job would be harder.” He
looked at his watch. “Just enough time to catch the last ﬂight to
Denver.” He grinned at Mac. “Thanks for the assist.”
“No problem.” The detective looked at Bryn gathering her stuff
up. “No...problem.”
Jake held the door for Bryn. “Ladies ﬁrst.”
She grinned, looking like the easygoing farm girl her parents
had hoped for. “Let’s go catch us some bad guys.”

“Who was on the phone?”
Mert Mentel, lead singer in Cattle Call, slung the pay phone’s
receiver back on its cradle and turned to ﬁnd Phoebe leaning
against the ofﬁce doorjamb. She leaned real good. Had the best rack
in town and a waist he could span with one hand even falling down
drunk. Which was the only time to make a run at the girl. Some‐
thing in her brown eyes stopped him in his sober tracks. Her eyes
had always been sad, like grief had a permanent home there. And
her smile was usually wry, as if life were a joke only she understood.
“Dunno. They hung up.”
He strolled closer because, sad or wry, she didn’t seem to mind
displaying her bounty. Her brief denim shorts and briefer white lace
top were the perfect frame for her breasts and curving hips. Even
better, the shorts left her long legs bare until all the way to her boots.
Her hair was a straight fall of dark silk that curled under a stubborn
chin on either side, her skin was tanned satin.
Her mouth—well, a guy could take half a day thinking of ways
to kiss her mouth. Maybe longer if his big brother didn’t come
along and kick his ass back into the real world.
Mert sighed and reached out to smooth some of the hair back
from the chin, wishing he could smooth the sad from her eyes with
some hot sex. “Some asshole break his promise to call you, girl?”
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Phoebe grinned up at Mert, aware of, but unaffected by, his
signature Mentel charm. “Like I’d believe any man’s promises. Last
time I checked, sucker wasn’t listed on my resume.”
“Think I’ll go kick Jesse’s butt for ruining you. Or you could let
me heal your broken heart.” He gave her a hopeful smile.
Like those of all the Mentel boys, Mert’s mouth had been made
to smile and placed in a face too pretty for anyone’s good. Even
worse, his body was long and taut, with a vaguely designer air
despite his country leanings. Blond hair tumbled halfway down his
back; wicked green eyes and too much charm were given dangerous
fuel by his honest worship at the shrine of the female body. A reli‐
gion made easy to practice, since women loved to worship him back.
The lacing of Texas in his deep smooth voice completed a
formidable arsenal.
Luck Phoebe had received an early inoculation against the
Mentel charm at the hands of his big brother, Jesse.
“I don’t have a heart,” Phoebe said. She didn’t glory in
knowing this. She even missed it, but before becoming
“Phoebe,” before this life Phagan had helped her create, she’d
placed that heart in her sister’s dead hands. Now it was buried
with her six feet under the Georgia soil. And there would be no
resurrection until the man now known as Peter Harding paid for
his crimes.
What she’d learned as Phoebe, what she’d learned from working
with Phagan, made it possible for her to smile at Mert even though
her nerves were stretched as tight as the strings on her guitar. Just
like her ears told her when her guitar was out of tune, her senses
were telling her the game was out of sync.
Where was Phagan? He sometimes dropped off her cyber-map,
but never when a game was running. Ollie and Dewey were MIA,
too, though that wasn’t so unusual. A lot depended on where
Phagan had them deployed.
Too bad her senses hadn’t been online when she placed that
phone call. Hadn’t made a mistake like that since she ﬁrst started
playing Phagan’s games. Might as well put a neon arrow in the sky,
pointing to the bar. To her.
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Mert’s grin turned wry. The change didn’t lessen its impact.
“Then why not just use me for sex?”
“Because I respect you.” Phoebe patted his cheek and in doing
so caught sight of her watch. She cussed. “Look at the time.”
“Don’t need to with you around. Could take a whiz, though.”
He headed toward the john.
Phoebe, heartless but not blind, watched him walk away. He had
a great butt, and a girl had to get her pleasure where she could,
while she could. He disappeared into the john, leaving her to turn
her attention to the upcoming set. She ﬁngered the buttons of her
Daisy Mae shirt. It had only four, so she’d done up all of them. Now
she wasn’t so sure. The trick was to show just enough cleavage to
keep attention off her face. She’d changed what she could, short of
plastic surgery, but she knew the wrong people could recognize her
if they got a close enough look.
Leg, youngest Mentel and boy behind the keyboards, poked his
head in the door that separated the hallway from the bar. From
under his mustache he gave her a toothpaste-ad grin.
“Your groupie’s back.”
Phoebe made a face. “Not Earl?”
“The one and only duke of.”
“Great.” She sighed. “Thanks for the heads up, even if you are
enjoying it.”
Leg laughed and disappeared. Smart boy.
It was a public bar. Couldn’t kick out her most ardent fan.
Maybe if she kept her buttons closed, he’d only drool tonight. She
frowned. Who was Earl? He looked harmless, but she couldn’t afford
to assume he was harmless. Not when she was a shining example of
the hide-in-plain-sight school of thought.
She studied her cleavage. If the doughy and disgusting Earl was
other than what he appeared to be, maybe she ought to make sure
his blood ﬂow headed south. She undid two buttons. The push-up
bra did the rest.
Mert came back from the john still zipping his jeans. His
eyebrows shot up when he saw her. “Taking show time to a new low,
aren’t you, girl?”
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“Earl’s here.”
Mert grinned. “And you’re gonna kill him with kindness.” He
studied her “kindness” with a connoisseur’s eye. “What about collat‐
eral damage?”
“You’ll heal,” she said.

Buy Byte Me to decode this virtual mystery today!

MISSING YOU

A detective in mourning. A mysterious
amnesiac. Her past is about to haunt them
both…
On the anniversary of his wife’s death,
all Luke Kirby wanted was to be alone with
his memories. The homicide detective treks
to his secluded family cabin high in the
Rockies. But he never expected to ﬁnd a
beautiful, injured woman searching for
memories of her own…
She can’t remember her name or how she made it to the kind
stranger’s cabin. The few memories she has don’t seem to add up,
but something tells her the reason she sought out Luke’s help is a
matter of life and death…
When a massive storm threatens the cabin, the unlikely duo
heads for lower ground. As an unknown force pursues them down
the mountain, the only thing this Jane Doe knows for sure is that she
wants Luke by her side. Maybe they’ll even have a chance, if they
make it out of the Rockies alive…
Missing You is a suspenseful mystery infused with heart and
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humor. If you like puzzling whodunits, panoramic backdrops, and
the healing power of love, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’
sensational standalone in her Lonesome Lawmen series.
Buy Missing You to start a high-altitude adventure today!

Luke, the hero of Missing You, helped both his brothers get their gals.
He was a hero before he was a hero. The widower totally deserved
to be happy again, to have the right gal in his life.
I know what you’re thinking. Gal, that guy is ﬁctional. But you
see, after two novels, none of the characters of my Lonesome Lawmen
series was ﬁctional to me. I knew them inside out, upside down, in
hosed and in happiness, ‘till the ending we do part. (And I was most
sad to part with them, believe me!)
Luke was a toughie though. Not only did he demand his story,
but so did my editors. Initially, I thought I had his perfect match
queued up for readers. Kelly, Dani’s friend from The Last Enemy was
supposed to meet him, fall for him, endure trials and tribulations,
and then get him. But she fell for a dentist back in New Orleans and
Luke, well, Luke met Goldie, who turned up in the family cabin
minus her memory and was just right for this last lonesome lawmen.
While Missing You was the third book in the series, it was actually
my ﬁfth ﬁnished novel. I was gaining conﬁdence as a novelist by the
time I tackled this book—though one of my editors managed to
suck some of it down by asking me to totally rewrite the story. Was a
huge bummer and I actually planned to pull the book (with much
heart-burning and gnashing of teeth) but the publisher switched my
editor and went forward with the book as written. It went on to win
a Romantic Times Reviewer’s Choice Award for 2001, which was
wonderful conﬁrmation that I’d been right about what was best for
the story and for my characters.
This probably also set me on a rather renegade path as an
author. I developed this odd and radical notion that I should write
what I want, that I should stay true to my vision of my stories and
characters. Going forward this would be both a blessing and a curse
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—but mostly a blessing. Had I not written this book—with its
accompanying experiences—I wouldn’t have wound up writing
many of the books that followed. And I wouldn’t be so solidly in
charge of my writing. All of my books, all of my editors and
publishers (the good and the not-so-good), helped prepare me for
my indie journey that began when my publisher passed away.
It took me a while to fully appreciate the gift that has been in my
career. And I might appreciate "no" in my real life, too. Maybe.
What others have said about Missing You:
"This rounds out the marvelous Lonesome Lawmen Trilogy. The
wonderful characters from previous books are back, making this a
truly exciting, engaging read! Talented author Pauline Baird Jones'
star is on the rise!" Romantic Times
"Fans of Tami Hoag, Iris Johansen, and Catherine Coulter's
Sherlock and Savich series will ﬁnd Jones' fast-paced and suspenseful
romance satisfying, even though it's kinder and gentler...Teen fans of
contemporary adult romantic suspense may enjoy this..." Booklist
"…Missing You keeps you on the edge of your seat, as Luke and
“Amelia” have to make a fast getaway on skis and evade the baddies
who are after them. More intrigue and secrets are revealed as this
story takes you for a downhill race into danger and romance. I loved
it! Pauline Baird Jones is a master at creating superb romantic
suspense. I knew she was going to be a star the moment I read her
ﬁrst book. Her books are all keepers." Suzanne Scoleburn, Reader to
Reader
"Pauline Baird Jones always delivers a read that speeds up my
heart, exercises my mental agility, and makes me wish I could write
half that well. MISSING YOU is no exception. As usual she creates
a "kick-ass" heroine with more layers than a wedding cake and an
amazing hero who has a lot of baggage of his own and turns them
loose to ﬁght their own battles. And this one is a biggie--bio-terror‐
ists, paramilitary, computer viruses, murder, betrayal, and then
some." Scribes World
Buy Missing You to start a high-altitude adventure today!

1ST CHAPTER - MISSING YOU

Snow ﬂakes fell thick and fast as Luke Kirby stopped his 4x4 in front
of the family cabin, just south of Estes Park. On a clear day, Longs
Peak was visible from the cabin, but now his headlights had trouble
penetrating more than a few yards ahead. The wind kicked up the
falling snow, erasing not just the tracks his truck had made on the
dirt road, but the place where sky and earth met, turning the world
into a disorienting white tunnel. The storm hadn’t been bad when
he left Denver but had turned nasty with the rise in altitude. If the
storm hadn’t cut off his retreat, he might have turned back and
faced a family determined to distract him from the signiﬁcance of
tomorrow–the anniversary of the death of his wife, Rosemary.
He rested his arms on the steering wheel, remembering a time
when he couldn’t think the word “dead,” not about Rosemary, who
had been so very much alive. He knew all the euphemisms and all
the synonyms for death. None of them had changed the reality of
being left alive, left alone in a world without her. How he’d hated it.
He’d spent a lot of time dodging being alone, trying to stay too busy,
too surrounded by people to face it. He’d loved the “ball and chain,”
had relished being one half of a whole that included her.
A platitude, but true—time did heal. So gradually had time
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done its work that he’d hardly noticed at ﬁrst. One day he’d realized
he was above the shadows. Not happy, but no longer sad, ﬁnally able
to feel whole—and be whole—all by himself.
If someone asked him why he was here on this bitter night
instead of with his family, he could tell them it wasn’t because he was
living in the past or because he begrudged his brothers their happi‐
ness. They’d earned their time with their women the hard way. Matt
and Dani had saved each other from the jaws of death up on Longs
Peak just over two years ago. Jake had saved his Phoebe’s butt, and
now she regularly kicked his up over his ears. Luke could see that
Jake didn’t mind, in fact, he seemed happy to bend over and present
his backside for her boot. He had a tiger by the tail with that girl.
Luke grinned. Even Matt had given in to the Phoebe juggernaut,
after strong initial resistance, allowing her to stand as godmother to
the ﬁrst Kirby grandson. Young Mark had them all wrapped around
his tiny pink ﬁnger. Even Phoebe was smitten. He expected her to
enter the motherhood stakes any day now.
The only two people more amusing than his brothers were Bryn
Bailey, Jake’s FBI partner-in-crime solving, and Dewey Hyatt,
Phoebe’s former partner-in-crime committing. He just hoped he was
there when Bryn realized she was in love with her pet criminal,
though Jake had hinted she also had softer feelings for the elusive
Phagan, who Dewey was supposed to be helping her hunt down.
Luke had his own ideas about Phagan and Dewey, but it wasn’t his
job to point out the obvious, not when it was so entertaining to let
events play out on their own.
No, he wasn’t here because he couldn’t handle their happiness.
In a way, their happiness had lifted him with them and had brought
him here tonight. In the headlights, the cabin was dark. Empty of
everything but years of memories not just of Rosemary, but his dad,
killed in the line of duty. This was the ﬁrst time he’d been here alone
since Rosemary’s death. She’d loved the mountains, loved the cabin,
even in a storm—if they were safe inside with a good ﬁre.
With a start, he realized the cabin had almost disappeared into
the storm. The warmth from the truck’s heater had faded and his
exhaled breath turned into a white fog in the icy air. Snowﬂakes, lit
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by the headlights, swirled in a wind-driven frenzy. He’d better get
moving. Didn’t want to spend the night in his truck. Good thing
he’d brought plenty of supplies with him. If the weather report was
right, he could be stuck up here for a couple of days. Looked like
there’d be enough snow for some cross-country skiing when it
cleared. Nothing like a brisk battle with nature to remind him that
he was alive.
He left the headlights on while he unlocked the door, though the
beneﬁt was limited, and unloaded his supplies. Inside the cabin, he
tested the silence and found it bearable—though not much warmer
than outside. He turned on the refrigerator, wondering how long the
power would stay on, while he stowed his perishables. Well, he’d
used a snow bank for a fridge before, no reason he couldn’t do so
again.
A gust of wind caught the window over the sink, lifting it, then
dropping it with a bang. He caught it before it could lift again,
making a mental note to tweak Jake about it when he got home. He
and Phoebe had been the last ones to use the cabin. He noticed a bit
of snow and some dried stuff on the counter under the window and
brushed it into the sink. The air was chill, damp, and tainted with
the smell of old ﬁre and older food, but a new ﬁre would soon burn
it away. He didn’t turn on any lights besides the kitchen. He knew
his way around, and besides, there was enough light spilling out
from the kitchen until he got the ﬁre going. Rosemary had liked the
room lit by ﬁre. Many a snowy night they’d huddled together under
a pile of quilts and watched snow pile up in drifts against the
windows.
He stopped for a moment as the memories caught up with him.
Rosemary laughing as she pelted him with snowballs. Rosemary
smiling up at him from the blanket as the mountain sun bathed her
in its crystal light. Rosemary looking at the mountains and not at
him when she told him she was dying and there was nothing either
of them could do about it.
Seven years. Like Jacob in the Bible, he’d served his time, done
his duty and now it was time to move on. Not to forget, but to move
out of the shadows and live again.
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“Don’t mourn too long, Luke,” she’d said to him that last day,
her voice the only part of her he still recognized. She’d never said
what too long was, but he could almost see her standing in the light
from the kitchen, tapping her watch the way she had when he’d
been out on the mountain too long.
“I know, Rose,” he murmured. “I know.”
He checked the wood box and found it ﬁlled. Jake had also laid
out logs in the ﬁreplace. Only needed a match. That made up for
the open window, Luke decided. In a short time, he had the ﬁre
started, putting out cheerful heat against the winter chill. When the
power went, he’d be warm and have hot coffee. He could live
without a lot of things, but hot coffee in the morning wasn’t one of
them.
He’d sleep in front of the ﬁre. It would be warmer and he could
feed the hungry ﬁre. He and Rosemary had slept downstairs the last
time they were here. They’d made a bed for two on the ﬂoor. He’d
use the couch. Wouldn’t be the ﬁrst time he’d done time on one. Life
with Rosemary hadn’t been all smooth and easy. The Kirby men
had a weakness for spirited women.
He did a quick run upstairs for a couple more quilts. There was
a sturdy mega-sized lap quilt kept folded over the back of the couch,
but it wasn’t enough on a night like this. He also grabbed some
pillows to soften the hard arms on each end. Back downstairs, he
noticed that the quilt wasn’t folded over the back, but spread across
the seat. In the ﬂickering light from the ﬁre, it almost looked like
there was someone under it. For a minute, chills snaked down his
back, until common sense reasserted itself.
If someone was here, it was a squatter who’d likely used the
unlatched window to get in. He bit back an expletive. Couldn’t kick
a dog out on a night like this. So much for being alone. He dumped
his blanket load on a chair. Odd that whoever it was hadn’t heard
his noisy arrival and made their presence known. It was enough to
make him uneasy, so he pulled his gun. As a cop, he’d learned to err
on the side of caution. He knew which boards creaked and took
care to avoid them as he approached the couch. Keeping the ﬁgure
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covered, he reached out and ﬂipped the edge of the blanket back
and saw—
Feet.
Or more precisely, a pair of hiking boots and blue-jean covered
legs below the knees. Good boots. Not a squatter then. Maybe a
hiker?
Luke felt a bit ridiculous and a little anxious about the lack of
movement as he moved to the other end. Being alone with a body
wasn’t what he had in mind either. This time when he ﬂipped the
blanket back, he saw hair. Lots of it. Tangled and blonde enough to
make Marilyn Monroe jealous. The ends of most of it were hidden
under the part of the blanket that still covered her middle, except
for a bunch that hung over her face and off the edge of the couch,
forming a question mark on the wood ﬂoor.
It seemed Goldilocks had come calling but found only one bear.
He stowed his gun and knelt down beside her. Bits of dried
brush, brown grass and twigs were caught in the tousled strands of
her hair. She had a thick ﬂeece jacket on, with bits of dried brush
stuck to it, too, and it had been torn in several places. One of her
arms hung off the edge of the couch; the hand at the end of the
arm was bare and badly scratched. A couple of her nails were
broken, the edges ragged and torn.
“Who’s sleeping on my couch?” he muttered, as he gathered up
the trailing strands of hair, icy cold and soft as silk, to expose her face.
It was scratched, too, and there was a nasty looking bump just above
her temple. A thin trail of dried blood disappeared into her hairline.
The bones under the scratches were good, the kind that wear well
over time. Her jaw was strong and determined. Laugh lines at the
corners of her mouth and eyes seemed at odds with a mouth that was
full and rather sad. Her thick lashes lay in dark fans against her pale
bruised skin, hiding her eyes. Equally dark brows arched over them.
It was hard to be sure because memory was so unreliable, and
his memories of Rosemary as a young woman were buried under
her last months of wasting away from ovarian cancer, but she kind
of reminded him of a young Rosemary, or her sister, if Rosemary
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had had one. It was a bit eerie on a dark and stormy night. If her
eyes were blue when she opened them, he might just have to join the
X-Files fan club.
Luke felt along her neck. Her skin was cold, but he found a
pulse—rapid and a bit shallow—but there. She wasn’t dead. Yet.
Luke knew a bit of ﬁrst aid—most of it about hypothermia, since he
and his brothers spent so much time in the mountains. She needed
to be warmed up fast. He grabbed the quilts he’d collected and piled
them on top of her. When he knelt down to ease a pillow under her
head, he realized she was looking at him, her eyes wide and puzzled.
Violet. He hadn’t expected that. Deep, pure violet. They
brought the pale mask of her face to instant, vivid life and put a
good bit of his unease to rest. Not Rosemary. He hadn’t really
believed she was. It was just weird. Weird enough for his imagina‐
tion to activate. Thank goodness neither of his brothers was here.
Wouldn’t they get some mileage out of this situation if they ever
found out?
He’d put her in her late twenties, but now, looking into her eyes,
he upped that by a few years. Her eyes were wise, more aware than
the average twenty-something, despite the confusion clouding their
depths.
“Do I—know you?” she asked. Her voice was a thin thread of
sound, but clear and crisp. It suited their mountainous surroundings,
reminding him of a stream running over rocks on its way to the low
lands.
“I don’t think so. Name’s Luke Kirby. My family owns this
cabin.”
Her lashes closed for a moment. Her brows drew together in a
frown. “Cabin?”
He reached past her, turned on a rustic styled lamp and gestured
to their surroundings. “Cabin.”
Her lashes lifted higher, her gaze making a limited survey of her
surroundings. “Oh.”
Despite this, he could tell the lights were still out inside her head.
He waited for her to orient herself. Something had happened. A fall
of some kind, he guessed, based on what he’d seen of her injuries. It
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sometimes took time to put the pieces of memory together in the
right order after a shock.
“Would you like some soup and coffee?” he asked. “We need to
get you warmed up, if you’re up to it.”
“I am hungry.” She sounded surprised. “Thank you.”
He left her for the kitchen, glad for the time away from her. He
still felt a bit off balance by her resemblance to Rosemary, and, if he
were honest with himself, her unexpected beauty. His body had
taken in more input than his brain could process, but the main gist
of it was basically, wow.
He put water in the coffeepot, started heat under it. Found a can
of soup and dumped it in a pan. Maybe he should start dating
again, just to let off some steam in his “wow” reﬂex.
He turned and found her standing in the doorway studying him
with a seriousness that did nothing to relieve the pressure. She was
taller than he’d expected from someone with so slight a build. She
stood carefully, but with a grace and elegance that her discomfort
couldn’t erase.
“Is there—” She stopped, color ﬂooding her cheeks.
Luke found he could grin and felt better, more balanced and in
control again. “Bathroom’s through there. Light’s on the right.”
It was odd, but kind of cute, that she was embarrassed to ask for
the john. There was something a bit old-fashioned about her,
despite her very modern clothes. He could see her behind a tea pot
in a room full of antiques. In a dress that matched her eyes and had
a bunch of white at the neck. Something like Katharine Hepburn
would wear.
“Thank you.” She turned, wobbling a bit.
He fought back the urge to leap to her assistance. Partly because
he didn’t want to scare her and mostly because he wasn’t sure he
could leap. His body had surprised him a few times lately by not
responding to his mental commands. A reminder that he wasn’t as
young as he felt. Instead he asked, “Do you need help?”
She smiled. “Thank you, but no. I can manage. Stiffened up a
bit while I was asleep.”
Her back straightened, her chin lifting as she made a deter‐
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mined beeline for the bathroom door.
Guts and beauty. Interesting. It wasn’t until Luke heard the door
creak closed that he realized he still didn’t know her name. While he
kept a watchful eye on the soup, he dug out the ﬁrst aid kit and a
ﬂashlight. If she had a concussion, her eyes would show it. And if
she did? Well, he’d deal with it then. He had his phone. He could
call for advice.
The soup started to bubble. He lifted it off the heat, gave it a
stir, and then poured it in a bowl. Grabbed some crackers and a cup
of coffee and put it all on a tray. He heard the door creak open and
found his thoughts bubbling like the soup. It was, he decided, like
something out of a Raymond Chandler book. Snowed in with a
mysterious woman, trapped in the mountains—with a woman who
had probably missed her step, taken a tumble and then lost her way,
he reminded himself. No mystery, just Mother Nature’s pointed
reminder not to take her for granted.
She hadn’t just used the toilet, he saw. She’d washed the blood
off her face and tidied her hair. Most of the bits of brush were gone
and her hair was now pulled back into a sort of knotted ponytail
that hung all the way down her back. Her face was white and she
trembled from the effort. Luke jumped forward, surprised and
pleased his body did as requested, and helped her back to the couch.
He got her settled with a pillow behind her and blankets tucked
around, then brought her the tray.
“Can you manage for yourself ?” he asked.
She nodded, her smile grateful. She picked up the spoon using,
Luke noted, her left hand. When it became apparent she wasn’t a
southpaw, he folded back the blankets and found her right wrist
swollen to twice its normal size. He probed it gently and heard her
gasp.
“Sorry. Can you move your ﬁngers?” She ﬂexed them. “How
about your wrist?”
She managed to bend at the wrist, but the effort drained more
color out of her face.
“I don’t think it’s broken, but it should probably be strapped
until it can be X-rayed. A hairline fracture and a sprain can both
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cause swelling.” He should know. He’d had both. He opened the
ﬁrst aid kit and rummaged through it until he’d found everything he
needed.
“Are you a doctor?” A few bites of the soup put a slight ﬂush in
her cheeks.
“Actually, I’m a cop. And an all-too-frequent patient.” He
grinned at her. “My mom claims most of her gray hairs are my
fault, but my brothers did their share, believe me. Most of it from
rock climbing.” While he talked, he helped her out of her jacket, a
painful exercise, then applied a wrist splint and wrapped it with
elastic bandage. When he was done, he touched the tips of her
ﬁngers. “Can you feel this?”
She nodded, relaxing back against the couch with a sigh of
relief. “It feels a lot better.”
“Let me know if the tips of your ﬁngers start to tingle and I’ll
loosen it.” He frowned. “Normally I’d apply ice, but you’re still
pretty chilled.”
“I feel wonderfully warm, but I’d rather avoid ice for now.” She
ate most of her soup but only took one sip of the coffee. She stared
into the cup, then looked at him. “I don’t think I drink coffee.” She
looked startled. It did seem like something she should know about
herself.
“I’ll get you some water, but ﬁrst—” Luke set the tray aside, and
picked up the ﬂashlight.
“What now?” She sounded amused.
“Looks like you took a pretty nasty tumble, could have a mild
concussion. I want to look at your pupils.” He tipped her head up
and ﬂashed the light in her eyes, watching her pupils react. “Did you
lose consciousness?”
She smiled at the question. She'd lost more than consciousness.
“Oh, yeah.”
“It’s not unusual for the noggin to be scrambled after a fall.”
He was a big man and strong, but his hands were warm and
gentle cupping either side of her face. His face was close enough for
her to see the texture of his skin as he probed her scalp for injuries.
The words craggy and weather-beaten came to mind ﬁrst. He
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looked like a man who lived much of his life outside. He wasn’t
movie star handsome, but she felt an unexpected ﬂicker of attrac‐
tion ﬂare where he touched her.
“Besides the bump on your temple, there’s another here, above
your ear.”
“I’ve got one on the lower occipital, too,” she said, touching the
base of her head with a wince. He looked surprised as he checked
it out.
“That you do. I’d say you did a top over tail today.” He sat back,
his hands dropping away.
To her annoyance, her skin felt cold, almost bereft without his
touch. You know nothing about this man, she reminded herself. But
that wasn’t the worst. She knew nothing about herself, except that
she had an occipital. And a parietal, frontal and temporal. Very
weird. It was as if she’d begun her existence when she opened her
eyes a short time ago. She hadn’t even known what she looked like
until she saw herself in the mirror. It was an odd feeling to meet
herself for the ﬁrst time. By most standards, even with the bumps
and bruises, the face that had stared back at her would be consid‐
ered beautiful. She’d felt no pride of ownership; no sense of I am a
beautiful woman. No sense of herself at all. She’d ﬁngered her clothes.
They were of good fabric, but sturdy and serviceable, rather than
glamorous. No perfume, cheap or expensive lingered on her skin.
She’d sniffed herself twice and found soap. Just soap. And the smell
of pine. Judging by the amount of pine needles she’d shaken out of
her hair, the smell of pine was inevitable, rather than revealing.
Her hands, beneath the scratches, were cared for. Her ﬁngers
were long, the nails that weren’t torn were ﬁled but unpolished. To
her surprise, despite the signs she’d taken a very nasty tumble, she
felt relieved, as if she’d laid down a burden. Beneath the uncertainty,
she felt free. If she had no past, that left a future full of possibilities.
“What do you remember?” he asked.
A better question would be, what am I trying to forget? She
shrugged, then wished she hadn’t. The movement upped the pain
quota enough to make stars sashay across her view.
“Let’s start with something easy, like your name?”
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Her name. Everyone had a name. She had an impulse to make
one up. To write something onto the blank canvas in her head, but
her mind refused to play. It didn’t cough up a single consonant, let
alone a whole name. She pushed at the gray mist and it pushed
back. It did open enough to let out a single emotion. Panic. It spilled
through her like a tsunami, threatening to sweep her away. As if he
sensed it, he grabbed her left hand, held it, a lifeline pulling her free
of the dark undertow.
“You really did scramble your brains, didn’t you?” His voice was
kind, as if not knowing her own name was no big deal. “How about
I call you Goldie for now?”
“Goldie?” From the jumble of letters in her head, the name
formed into a row. So she did know the alphabet, in addition to the
parts of the head. That was something.
He curled a strand of her hair around his ﬁnger and held it up
for her view.
To her surprise, she felt a slight, mischievous smile curve her
mouth at the edges. “I wonder if it’s the real thing or out of a
bottle?”
He chuckled, drawing her attention to his broad, wellconstructed chest. When he went for the ﬁrst aid kit, she’d noticed
he ﬁlled out his jeans well, too. He walked with a relaxed but deter‐
mined stride, and he had kind eyes, with a hint of sad lurking in
their depths. He was taller than her and had an air of calm compe‐
tence. She’d never trusted handsome men, though she had no idea
why that was.
“Even if it’s not natural,” he said with a grin, “you reminded me
of Goldilocks when I found you sleeping on my couch.”
“Are you one of the three bears?” He was big and woolly
enough. His hair was dark and unruly, with the shadow of a heavy
beard on the lower half of his craggy face. At the base of his throat,
where the collar of his ﬂannel shirt exposed the strong column of
his neck, she could see a tuft of thick dark chest hair. No question
the sum of his parts had a distinct teddy bear quality. A teddy bear
packing a gun, she reminded herself.
“I growl a little in the morning,” he admitted.
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“Goldie does seem to ﬁt.” She examined the name and found
she didn’t mind it. At least there was no big bad wolf in the story.
“It’s nice to meet you, Luke.”
“Nice to meet you, Goldie.” He held out his hand.
Without thinking, she reached out with her injured right arm,
but felt such a stab of pain from the movement, everything went
black for a few seconds. From a distance, she heard Luke ask,
“What’s wrong? Is the wrap too tight?”
“No. Higher up, I think.” A few deep breaths cleared the haze,
but the pain stayed, clinging to her arm like a pit bull. She saw a
tear in the dark fabric of her tee shirt. Around the tear, the material
was stiff with dried blood and stuck to her skin. She saw Luke
holding a pair of scissors and covered the spot protectively.
“Going to have to cut the sleeve of your shirt.”
His steady gaze reassured her. She nodded and lowered her
hand. She wanted to look away when he inserted the blade of the
scissors under the edge of her sleeve and began snipping, folding the
soft cotton back as more and more of her arm was exposed, but she
couldn’t. Whether she liked it or not, it was another piece in the
puzzle of who she was. Up past the elbow he ran into the stuck-on
material and, to her relief, stopped.
“You’ve bled a fair bit,” Luke said. “You must have sliced your
arm when you fell. Hang on.”
He returned with a pan of warm water. He wet the material
until he’d bared her arm to the shoulder, exposing an angry gash in
the ﬂesh of her upper arm. There was something not right about
the wound, something that stole the warmth from her body,
replacing it with the chill of fear. She looked at Luke, hoping he’d
reassure her, but his face was grim and worried. A cop’s face, she
realized. He picked up her discarded jacket and examined the tear
that matched the wound in her arm. She saw him sniff it, the worry
in his face deepening.
“What?”
“It’s—” he stopped, then said, his voice as grim as his face. “It’s
a bullet graze. I can still smell the gun powder.” He handed her the
coat.
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Eyes wide, Goldie took it and sniffed. Someone shot at her.
Close range, if she could smell residue. In her head she could see
the words, but they didn’t make sense. Nothing did. What kind of
person got shot at? How did she know about residue? No wonder
she didn’t want to remember.
“What do we…do?”
Luke looked toward the window. “Tonight? Nothing we can do.
We’re completely shut off until the storm clears. When it does, my
truck’s a four-wheel. I have a few contacts with the Estes Park cops.”
“But I don’t remember anything! What will I tell them?” Panic
slipped its leash again. She could hear it in her voice but was too
weary to do anything about controlling it.
Once again, Luke rescued her. He grabbed her uninjured hand
and caught her gaze with his.
“We’ll ﬁgure it out in the morning. Your memory can come back
at any time. At least, that’s what the TV doctors say.” He smiled. It
was a nice smile. A safe smile, a conﬁdent smile, but also a sexy
smile.
“Well, they must know.” She found herself smiling back as her
body relaxed again. Something intimate and unsettling entered the
space between them. She looked away, in the direction of her
wound. Right now it was less scary than looking at Luke, so she
studied it. “Looks like it plowed along the top of the epidermis.
Shouldn’t need stitches. It should heal quickly if infection doesn’t
set in.”
There was a moment of silence. She looked at Luke.
He grinned. “Maybe you’re a TV doc?”
Or a real one. She strained against the gray mist inside her
head, but it resisted her with painful ﬁrmness.
“If I am, my brain isn’t giving it up. It’s like…” she stopped.
“Like what?” Luke’s attention was focused on wrapping the
white bandage around her arm, but his voice invited her to go on.
Goldie had a feeling he was always the good cop. The urge to
conﬁde was almost irresistible. But what if she was conﬁding herself
into jail? Was she a good guy? And if she was, what was she afraid
to remember?
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“It’s like…” she hesitated again, but the need to put it out there,
see if what she felt could sustain itself in the light of examination,
overcame her qualms, “there’s two separate…issues.” That wasn’t
the right word, but nothing better presented itself. “On the one side
is this relief. An incredible lightness of being.” She smiled,
wondering who she’d just plagiarized. “I’m new and the world is full
of possibilities.”
“And on the other?” Luke ﬁnished his work and sat back, his
gaze—sober and encouraging—ﬁxed on her face.
“On the other is…dread. Confusion.” She closed her eyes and
out of the mist heard angry voices—Who am I? And why did it feel
like a question she’d asked before? She groped toward the voices,
but they faded into the gray. She shook her head in frustration. “It’s
gone.”
“Don’t try so hard. Memories like to be coaxed.”
“What if—” she clasped her hands together, “what if I’m mixed
up in something illegal?”
“Do you think you’re that kind of person?” Luke asked, putting
his hands over her clasped ones. His grip was warm and light. It
gave comfort without conﬁning.
“No!” The word burst out of her without a second’s thought.
She probed deeper. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but it felt like the
dread came from the outside in, not that it emanated from
inside her.
“I don’t know much about amnesia, but I do know about people.
I see all kinds. The ones with character and the ones without. You’re
all right, Goldie.”
She stared at him for a long moment as relief ﬂooded through
her, but felt compelled to ask, “What if you’re wrong?”
For just a moment, his eyes showed he’d asked himself that ques‐
tion. He seemed satisﬁed with his own answer, though, because he
grinned. “I’m never wrong, though my brothers might disagree.”
His gaze studied her face, then he added, “Relax. While this storm
is controlling the board, trouble can’t ﬁnd either of us.”
It was a happy thought. The knot in her stomach eased.
He stood up. “I’m going to see if I can ﬁnd you something to
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change into. We need to check you for any other injuries.” He
caught her chin and looked at her eyes again. Not like a man
looking at a woman. “Headache?”
“It’s hard to isolate my aches to any single area.” She touched
the sore area at the base of her neck. It felt bigger than the last time
she’d touched it. “I think I will try some of that ice, though.”
He nodded, then made a beeline for the stairs. She watched him
because she couldn’t help it and because it was a distraction. She
had the weird sense that a guy in tight jeans was a rarity in her life.
Maybe she was a nun? Her brain produced, “We are troubled on
every side, but not in despair.”
Appropriate, but not exactly signiﬁcant. And didn’t nuns have to
cut their hair? Luke was almost out of sight, which seemed a pity.
“Luke?”
He paused, one foot on a stair and turned. “Yeah?”
That was better. “Where am I?”
“I told you. Our cabin—”
“No, where in the world am I?”
“Oh. Colorado. Not far from Estes Park and Rocky Mountain
National Park.”
“Oh,” she said.
“Ring any bells?”
“North American continent. Between forty-one and thirty-seven
degrees north latitude and one hundred and two and one hundred
and nine degrees west longitude. Thirty-eighth state—” She stopped
the ﬂood of words, though more minutiae hovered on the tip of her
tongue. More about Colorado, plus the fact that Rocky Mountain
National Park was founded in 1915 and was part of the front range
of the Rocky Mountains. She also, apparently, knew that Estes Park
was located at the east entrance to the park.
Despite the mini-ﬂood of information, none of it gave her a
sense of place, of where she was in the larger tapestry of life.
Outside the storm raged against their beachhead of warmth. So far
the cabin held its own against a wind that howled at the door and
rattled windows that had frost building from the corners out of its
panes. Away from civilization and city lights, the darkness was deep
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and impenetrable. She could be anywhere. Even on the moon, she
realized, and she wouldn’t know it.
Goldie smiled weakly. “At least I know what continent I’m on.”
“I’ll say,” Luke said. He looked amused and bemused. “Maybe
later we can play Trivial Pursuit, see what else you know.”
A name ﬂoated into the front of her brain. “Oh. I remember
something else! Carmen Sandiego!”
Luke laughed. “It’s a game, Goldie. Where in the World is Carmen
Sandiego? I’ll bet you kick ass at it, too.”
He left her alone, feeling silly and frustrated. Why could she
remember skin layers, streams of facts and games, but not her own
name? And why the peculiar sense that she’d never known who she
really was?
Unsettled, she padded over to the window and peered out. All
she could see was the unfamiliar reﬂection staring back at her. She
smiled, watching it appear on the stranger’s face in the window.
Visibility was zero. Outside the window and inside her own head.
She turned and looked at the stairs where Luke had vanished.
Unbidden, against her wishes, a thought worked its way to the front
of her head. What was he doing out here away from everyone?
All she knew was what he told her. The wind rose in a howl
outside. A howl that sounded too much like mocking laughter.
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gave him brothers, because sometimes people have siblings and he
seemed like the kind of guy to have siblings.
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his happy ending. When I wrote the end to Missing You, I really
thought it was the end.
I moved on, wrote other books, while sometimes thinking wist‐
fully of my lonesome lawmen. Then I had a discussion with my
then-publisher about putting the three books into a bundle, but I
wanted to add something extra to readers for ponying up for all
three books. I proposed writing a bonus short story. My publisher
liked the idea and long time widow, Debra Kirby, the guys’ mom,
got her story, Lonesome Mama. A little adventure. And some romance.
She even got a happy ending.
“This series is such a fun read!! Loved the turns & twists created.
All with a touch of humor. Sweet sexy action packed adventure in
each book. Lonesome Mama tied the characters all together.
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1ST CHAPTER - LONESOME MAMA

It was a lovely day for a barbecue, Debra Kirby decided as she sat
on the swaying wood swing in her back yard. It was warm and dry,
with a slight breeze to keep things from edging over into hot. Sharp
and unexpected regret bit deep into her heart. How John would
have loved being with his boys in the huddle around the grill. He’d
have looked her direction with a proud-papa grin then stirred the
pot a bit so he could see his boys strut their stuff.
No question the easiest pot to stir was middle son, Matt. The
pugnacious set of his jaw made an odd counterpoint to his gentle
rocking of Mark, perched on Matt’s shoulders, pounding his father’s
head with his baby hands. John would have loved being a grandpa
and watching Matt getting some of what he’d dished out as a child.
Debra got a kick out of seeing her tough-minded son wrapped
around a tiny, chubby, and rather grubby, little ﬁnger.
Three years of marriage agreed with Matt. He was a man at
peace—except with his baby brother, Jake, who held both fork and
tongs and so had all power over the state of the sizzling meat. Debra
shook her head as her middle and youngest bristled at each other
over the doneness, or lack thereof, of their lunch. Some habits were
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hard to break, even with the softening inﬂuence Dani brought to
Matt’s side of the equation.
Luke, like Switzerland, stood between the younger siblings, still
trying to negotiate peace. As dark-visaged as Matt but a bit taller
and grayer, he’d always looked cheerful on the surface, but now the
joy went all the way through. Gone were the dark days following
Rosemary’s death and the deep sorrow hidden by surface cheer. A
year of marriage to Amelia had been good for her ﬁrst-born.
That left only Jake’s situation to ponder. Lighter and leaner than
his older brothers, he was the only one of her sons that looked like
her, though in a masculine way. She’d smiled and hid her worry
when Jake married a convicted thief two years ago. Her restraint
had been amply rewarded. Jake and his Phoebe were a perfect
match, even if she would be on probation for another million hours
or so—a fate shared by the fourth man at the grill.
With them, but not of them, Dewey Hyatt was tolerated by the
Kirby boys because Phoebe considered him a brother and they liked
his wife, Bryn. Bryn was in the kitchen with the Kirby wives, prob‐
ably still wondering how she’d happened to fall in love with the
mischievous high-tech thief. Domesticity sat uneasily on the FBI
Special Agent, but she had a compelling reason to hang with the
Kirby wives—the same one that had driven Debra Kirby outside to
the swing and her musings.
With four very pregnant women in one room, there was one
topic of conversation. Not that Debra hadn’t tried to change the
subject, but like lemmings, they returned to what, Debra conceded,
was a subject dear to all their pumping-for-two hearts.
Four babies and all due in the same, upcoming month. They
couldn’t have planned it that way if they’d tried. Debra had been
grand-childless for many long years. She’d delighted at each month
of Dani’s pregnancy, even when Dani lost her delight and wanted
relief. She’d been outside when Matt brought her the news of
Mark’s birth. She’d cried when she held Mark for the ﬁrst time—
and wished for John with a fresh, sharp ache. Now she felt over‐
whelmed and acutely aware that she was very much alone in the
companionship stakes.
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She’d hoped that sticking a toe back into the dating world with
John’s best friend, Henry Maxwell, would ease the odd ache that
had developed around her heart after two decades of peaceful
acceptance, but all it had done was make her miss John even more.
Henry was a nice man, but he was almost too much like John,
without managing to be enough like John to suit. It didn’t make a
whole lot of sense, but the heart rarely did. Henry had proposed the
other night, but she couldn’t see herself marrying a pale shadow of
John just because she was lonely. It wouldn’t satisfy her or him.
There was a stir at her back door, and her three daughters-inlaw and Bryn waddled out bearing condiments and accompani‐
ments to the meat Jake was pulling off the grill. The women were
followed by Amelia’s father, Donovan Kincaid, with his bimbo du
jour hanging on his arm. Debra bit back a grin as she watched her
boys puff up like offended blow ﬁsh at the sight of the young thing
tripping across the lawn in highly spiked heels and very few clothes.
“Daddy’s here,” Amelia said brightly and with an air of still
enjoying the sound of the words in her ears. Blonde, beautiful,
inﬁnitely serene, and amazingly pregnant, she had a hint of
mischief in her violet eyes and around the edges of her lush mouth.
Clearly she’d anticipated the effect the bimbo would have on the
brothers Kirby and was prepared to enjoy the moment to its fullest.
Debra narrowed her gaze against the high, bright sun as she
studied her newest guest. This one might be the youngest yet. As if
to echo that thought, Matt made some comment about asking to see
her ID that the wind chimes only partially obscured. Even Luke had
trouble staying Switzerland. It was a little harder to remain neutral
where his father-in-law was concerned. Debra set her grin free.
There was no question that Donovan brought a rakish quality to the
proceedings that was highly entertaining.
If the boys wouldn’t rise to the bait so beautifully, Donovan
would probably quit riling them—though maybe not. Donovan used
his bimbo parade as a shield of sorts, but Debra didn’t have a clue
what he was afraid they would see in him or about him.
The former mercenary turned security specialist appeared both
delighted and terriﬁed by his new role as father and soon-to-be
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grandfather. She understood those feelings, despite the huge dispari‐
ties in their life experiences. She knew how roles and appearances
could obscure what went on inside. She knew that age was a physi‐
cal, not mental, thing. Sometimes her brain would forget and send a
signal to her legs to jump up and then be surprised when she
couldn’t. It was odd to feel so out of synch with her self, to look in
the mirror and see a faded, unfamiliar version of herself. The gray
hair and marked-by-life face didn’t reﬂect her innate belief that her
life was still full of possibilities.
Donovan somehow managed to shift his bimbo off into the
circle of young people and started in her direction. Debra was glad
to put her odd thoughts aside. She liked Donovan and enjoyed
spending time with someone closer to her age who wasn’t
taking HRT.
The sun was behind him, so she couldn’t see his expression, but
he walked conﬁdently and with a hint of provocation in his easy
stride. A bit of a smile tugged at the edges of his mouth. It
reminded her of John, just after he’d stirred the pot.
It wasn’t the ﬁrst time Donovan reminded her of John, but
unlike Henry, he was no one’s pale shadow. Despite the wear and
tear of battle, he was a good-looking man and Debra wasn’t so old
that she didn’t enjoy the view. She’d always liked tall men, though
he was whipcord lean, a stark contrast to John’s stocky build. He
walked with the innate conﬁdence of someone who knew he could
seriously kick ass. His brown hair might have more gray in it than
when she’d ﬁrst met him—most of it probably acquired during the
short period Amelia had gone missing last year—but it was a distin‐
guished gray and touched with a hint of silver.
He was learning that fatherhood took a toll, no matter how late
in life one came to the role. Amelia was so elated with her new
“daddy” that Luke kept his opinions about daddy-dearest to himself
—at least he thought he did. Amelia didn’t miss much. Luckily for
both men, she had a good sense of humor and a personality that
spread gentle oil on troubled waters.
Debra didn’t play favorites with her daughters-in-law, but
Amelia was a much more relaxing companion than, say, the very
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turbulent, deliberately sexy Phoebe. Even pregnant, Phoebe had a
lushness about her that drew her husband’s eyes like a magnet.
She’d lost the chip on her shoulder early in the marriage, but she
wasn’t above pulling the chains her brothers-in-law were wont to let
dangle so temptingly in her face, particularly now when she was
hopped up on hormones.
“May I?” Donovan asked Debra, indicating the empty space
next to her.
Debra looked up, shading her eyes from the sun. Despite the
“daddy” tag, he retained his air of rakish mystery and his crisp mili‐
tary bearing. His face was roughly sculpted by nature and beat up
some by life, but still managed to be charming. His twinkling gaze
invited her to join him in his tweaking of her boys.
Debra smiled a welcome and shifted to give him more room.
The bench gave as it took the added weight. Up close, he smelled
good. She inhaled, pulling in his scent and that of her yard and the
cooking food. Almost imperceptibly, she relaxed inside. She felt
different when he showed up. Even an old broad like her felt a bit
sexy and almost dangerous. With the sun at a different angle, she
met his watchful, gray gaze and found it, as always, surface friendly
but carefully shuttered against deep penetration. If he ever opened
his gaze, what would it reveal? Amelia was probably the only person
he allowed in and Debra had a feeling he even put limits on what
she could see.
He relaxed back into the cushions with a sigh of relief, his
sardonic gaze on the scene by the table. “For such bright boys...” He
didn’t ﬁnish the sentence, just shook his head and slanted her a look
that was almost boyish in its mischief.
“You could just stop tweaking them,” Debra pointed out.
“I could,” he admitted. His date tossed her platinum blonde hair
and almost tossed her breasts out of her skimpy top. “But it
wouldn’t be as much fun.”
The expectant women looked amused, despite the bimbo’s
emaciation, so Debra didn’t feel a need to intervene. The boys could
take care of themselves, as they pointed out with annoying
regularity.
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“I suppose not.” Debra turned to smile at him and caught him
studying her, not his date, with a look in his gray eyes that was oddly
unsettling.
“Amelia says you wanted to go to Phoenix next weekend?”
Unlike his eyes, Donovan’s voice was drowsy and relaxed.
Debra arched her brows. “I have a friend there who is remarry‐
ing, but the ﬂights were all booked up. I took too long to decide
to go.”
“I’m ﬂying there to do some business next Thursday. You’re
welcome to ride along. I’ve even got the company suite at my
disposal. Two rooms,” he added, as if she might think he was
making her an improper suggestion.
“That’s very kind, but I’d need to stay at least through Sunday
night,” Debra said, feeling practicality trying to stamp out hope. She
longed to see her friend, who saw her as a real person, not just a
role, but she’d been worried about leaving so close to her daughtersin-law delivery dates. Theresa always managed to cheer her up. It
was one of those friendships that endured separation and picked up
as if there’d been none. And she’d love to meet the man who lured
Theresa out of her determinedly single state.
“Not a problem. I’m sure there’s plenty of tourist crap for me to
see. I hear they have cactus.”
He grinned as he stretched out his long lean legs and hooked his
hands behind his head. He had cowboy boots on his feet, but they
didn’t look out of place. They were a part of who he was. His jeans
looked worn and comfortable. His soft blue tee shirt added that tint
to the gray of his eyes, stealing some of the cool from their depths.
He wore his brown hair slightly longer than her boys and she
wondered if it was soft or crisp in texture.
Whoa. She gave herself an internal shake to refocus her thoughts
in a less dangerous direction. She managed to chuckle. “Well, if that
gets old, I am allowed to bring a guest.” Her gaze swept his sinewy
length. “You’d cause quite a stir, I expect. Plenty of entertainment
value.”
And he wouldn’t look too shabby on her arm, she had to admit,
trying not to hope he’d agree. Pride was something she should be
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trying to stamp out, not blatantly encourage, even if it would be fun.
There was one guest she wouldn’t mind one-upping. She, Theresa,
and Diane had all been young mothers together. Theresa’s husband
had left her for another woman. Diane had left her husband for a
younger man. Debra didn’t know why Diane had stayed in touch
with her or Theresa, except for the one-upmanship factor. When
Theresa had called to invite her, she’d mentioned Diane would be
there, with a sigh and the caveat to “wait until you see the new
husband.” Donovan would be a wonderful antidote to Diane’s
feigned pity.
The antidote chuckled, the sound oddly infectious. “How could
I resist that offer? I’ll throw a suit in my suitcase.”
He almost sounded pleased, but that was silly. And if she were
inclined to lose her perspective, she only had to look at the bimbo
looking in such horror at the plate of meat. Did he know she was a
vegetarian before he brought her? She looked at Donovan who
looked both resigned and amused.
There was warmth and charm in his eyes that she hadn’t seen
before. It spoke to the young girl hiding inside her old broad body.
Before she could stop them, her toes curled into the grass. Luckily it
hadn’t been cut yet this week, keeping her toes out of sight. She
drew a shaky breath and managed to get out a strangled thank you.
“I’ll pick you up early Thursday then?”
“Sure.” She’d have to get a new dress. The one she’d been plan‐
ning to wear was frump city. For a moment she felt fear, but before
she could act on it, she realized that the hollow feeling was gone. It
might not last. Hollow would likely return. She knew Donovan
wasn’t interested in her, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy her
small adventure. She lifted her chin and let her young smile out of
the barn. It had been there far too long and should have been lame,
but it didn’t feel lame at all. It felt good. If it seemed that his eyes
warmed even more, well, she’d always had a good imagination.
A rising babble of talk and activity across the lawn broke into
their moment. Donovan sighed. “Looks like they’re ready to eat.
Once more into the fray…that is one hormone intense zone.”
He got up and held out a hand for her. Debra took it, liking the
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way it felt to have a man’s strong ﬁngers close around hers, even if
were just a moment. Once upright, she leaned close to him and
admitted in a low voice, “I’m so sick of pregnant talk.”
“I thought it was just me.”
As they drew close to the table, Debra heard Donovan’s bimbo
say, “My mom says when she had me that her labor lasted three
days.”
Debra choked and looked at Donovan. He gave her a wide-eyed
look, with humor lurking beneath the horror in their depths. Appar‐
ently he didn’t know pregnancy talk was infectious, even to bimbos.
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career in the “little time” was ticking along at what was a normal
rate for back then. It might have been a bit “fast” (i.e. writing a book
a year). Now that’s slow. LOL!
At the time I wrote for Hard Shell Word Factory (digital, trade
paper) and Five Star (hard cover library). Working with Hard Shell
was great. Five Star, well, it was good and painful. We almost parted
ways over Missing You, but I got a new editor. After Missing You
released, he asked me when I was going to submit a new novel.
That was a ﬁrst for me. A request for a novel I hadn’t submitted.
Looking back, I can see how needy I was. LOL! But then it was like,
well, score!
Then reality set in. I didn’t have a new novel. I had a vague idea
that I knew wasn’t suitable for their line and an incoming move to a
new city and state to deal with. I recalled a synopsis I’d worked on
while taking a synopsis writing class. (I plot from the seat-of-mypants, so this was a ﬁrst. And a last.) And I had ONE chapter. It had
a different name, that I can’t remember at the moment. It was one
page. Sort of. Okay, it was part of a page. I sent it to him thinking
he’d ask for more or say no.
He said yes.
Gulp.
Then my personal perfect storm hit. From all directions. When
the storm cleared, I had THREE weeks to ﬁnish A Dangerous Dance.
Gulp.
I checked with my editor and he said it was scheduled and they
needed it by the due date.
Gulp again even harder.
So I put my head down and started writing. Okay, when you
write a book, you make it up as you go along, but I MADE IT UP
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AS I WENT ALONG. My daughter calls it “pulling it out of your
butt.”
And yes, it is as painful as it sounds.
Three weeks later, bleary-eyed and with numb ﬁngers and brain,
I sent it to my editor.
And then I collapsed in a heap. I couldn’t even cough out a
word for about six months. I was word-dry. And I’d lost my sense of
humor!
And I vowed I’d never get myself in that situation ever again. It
was like being late for a test on steroids!
But I did it. :-)
Some other mildly interesting things about A Dangerous Dance:
• It was my last book with Five Star.
• It was my highest advance from a traditional publisher. Or any
publisher.
• I actually went to a Zoo-to-Do. It’s all real except the dead
body. (Grin)
• It’s my darkest book, though my current editor assures me that
it does have hints of my signature sense of humor.
• The original cover art for A Dangerous Dance was done by one of
my daughters.
• The re-release was edited by my other daughter.
• I have very talented daughters. :-) (Okay, not about the book,
but truth is truth.)
So the answer to the question is: I wrote it because I had to,
because I said I would. And I did. When I look at A Dangerous Dance,
I think, “Dang girl, you did it.”

Praise for A Dangerous Dance:

“Sinister and twisted individuals make this suspense thriller quite
the dark and intense read. Jones cranks up the action and danger, as
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well as psychological suspense. Nail biting fun!” Romantic Times
Magazine
“I really enjoyed A Dangerous Dance...I found myself drawn into
these complicated ﬁgures, who all seem to have an ulterior motive...I
found the characters to be similar to a chess game, where you draw
your opponent into a checkmate. This is a very interesting book that
will keep you intrigued to the very end.” Romance Reviews Today
“A DANGEROUS DANCE is as dark and sinister as a French
Quarter alley. Dorothy and Remy are a great team, intellectually
and romantically. They realize both of their lives are in jeopardy as
they get closer to the killer. This psycho-thriller is full of greed,
corruption, danger, and surprising twists and turns. Each of the
supporting characters are hiding hateful secrets. Be prepared -- no
one is who you think they are!” America Online Romance Fiction Forum
"Up front L. Frank Baum is not the killer as Pauline B. Jones
pays homage to the great author's terriﬁc Oz novels with obvious
references. The political romance story line is exciting as Dorothy
knows that one of her father's "allies" killed him, but which one.
Though there a couple of twists too many, fans will appreciate this
Bayou romantic suspense in which the daughter of the deceased
Wizard of Oz seeks justice but ﬁnds love instead." Harriet Klausner
Grab your copy of A Dangerous Dance today!

1ST CHAPTER - DANGEROUS DANCE

Remy Mistral was watching for the opening and still he almost
missed it. Out of the corner of his eye he caught the impression of a
break in the dense foliage on his left and hit the brakes. There was
no one behind—and hadn’t been for the past half hour of driving—
so he backed the sleek gray Mercedes, and turned into the even
narrower side road with a swaying lurch as his car’s suspension tried
to adjust to the sudden downgrade in conditions. Two car lengths
along, he found his way barred by a vine-covered gate.
A push of a button silently lowered the tinted window. He rested
his arm on the frame as warm, thick air rolled in carrying the
pungent scent of growing things. With one ﬁnger he pushed his
sunglasses down, the better to pierce the green and yellow shadows
and vines that prevented him from ﬁnding a pattern in the ornate
gate’s grillwork.
Remy shifted to neutral and pushed open the door, letting more
humid air rush in and overpower his car’s air conditioning. He slid
out and stretched—it had been a long ride from New Orleans—
slipped off the jacket of his gray Armani suit and draped it carefully
over the seat back. Only then did he approach the gate.
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On either side, a thick layer of vines clung to the gate, and a
fence marched into shadow in an unyielding line. Remy tugged at
the vines at the center of the gate, until he could see the pale, yellow
gleam that marked the road through a line of oak and cypress trees
dripping with the gray ghosts of Spanish moss. A few more tugs and
he found and traced the letters scrolled into metal.
Oz.
The estate had been named to remind Magus Merlinn of the
years he spent in Australia, and perhaps the Wizard designation had
grown from that. It certainly wasn’t because Magus had Klan asso‐
ciations. It wasn’t even clear if he’d been given the title or taken it.
What was certain, he’d been a wizard at creating success out of
nothing. Ten years ago, he’d turned his attention to the governor’s
mansion, with a run for the White House to follow, but a bullet had
stopped the legend. Yesterday, a homemade knife in a prison yard
had stopped the Wizard’s killer.
Was it a coincidence that rumors of a revival in Oz had started
sometime before yesterday, though no one could quite say when or
where they started? All Remy knew for sure was that in the goodold-boy taverns of power, rumors about Dorothy’s return had
started to circulate as the ﬁrst candidates hopeful of replacing the
sitting governor started testing the waters. What no one seemed to
know was what she intended to do with her father’s power. Would
she throw it behind someone or did she plan to run herself?
Remy rarely did a straight news story anymore, but politics were
king on his talk radio show and a scoop on Dorothy’s plans wouldn’t
hurt his ratings any—or at least, that’s what he’d told himself during
the drive to Oz. The crazy plan he kept pushed to the back of his
head as he looked at the ﬁrmly barred gate. It looked like it hadn’t
moved since the Wizard last passed through it in a fancy wooden
box. Remy had to wonder about the reliability of his source.
He gave the gate a shake and stepped back. Was it locked or
rusted shut? He had some WD-40 in his trunk, if rust were the
problem. He checked the closure, but found no chains or padlocks
holding it in place and, despite the wads of plant crap on the gate
itself, there was adequate clearance between gate and ground.
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“Damn.” He shook it again, but couldn’t tell what was the
obstruction was. Unless a tornado miraculously appeared and lifted
him over it, Oz was going to be tougher to crack than he expected
—if Dorothy was even there—
Before he could ﬁnish the thought, a shrill shriek broke the
silence as the gate pulled from his hold and began to ponderously
swing open, exposing the road. Weed-choked and broken in spots,
but still clearly yellow, and clearly brick, leading to the heart of
Magus Merlinn’s lost Oz.
“I’ll be damned.” With a last, wary look around, Remy slid
behind the wheel of his car, engaged the gears and pulled through.
Behind him, the gate closed with an ominous clang.

“Death, taxes—and Remy Mistral. I told you he’d come.” Dorothy
Morgana Merlinn watched the car pass from the camera’s view,
then looked down at Titus, working the security monitors. “Can I
see him again?”
In a few moments, he had one monitor showing a replay of
Remy at the gate, even as the monitor next to it showed his car
moving carefully along the road toward the house.
Titus leaned back in the chair and looked up at her. He was a
small, lethal man with light brown hair and cool eyes. Only once
had he failed his primary task as bodyguard. Dorothy didn’t blame
him for what happened, but she knew he blamed himself. “How did
you know that ill wind would come?”
She smiled. “A mistral is a cold wind, not an ill wind.”
Though when she looked at the close-up, freeze-framed face in
the monitor, it wasn’t cold she felt. Titus fine-tuned the picture
until the broad, high forehead, ending in strongly marked brows as
dark as his hair, came into sharp focus. His eyes were dark, too,
and deep set, perfect for brooding or piercing other people’s
secrets—or unlocking female hearts. His nose was straight and
almost elegant above a full mouth and firm chin. No, it wasn’t
cold, but heat she hadn’t meant to feel. She couldn’t afford the
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luxury, not if she wanted to lay Magus’s ghost to rest and reclaim
her life.
Titus blew out a sigh ﬁlled with frustration. “I wish I knew what
you were up to.”
He looked up, his gaze sharpening as he tried to bore through
her eyes into that place where her thoughts and desires simmered.
She turned to more fully accommodate him. If she could deﬂect
him—
His mouth twisted wryly. “That’s the ﬁrst time you ever looked
like him.”
He didn’t sound pleased, but she smiled as she felt power push
back the unwelcome heat, or maybe it mixed with it, turning it into
something stronger than each was alone. If Mistral wasn’t cold, she
would be, until all Louisiana felt it and knew the truth of what
happened ten years ago.
She stood up and reached for the door, two steps away. “Good. I
don’t want anyone to doubt I’m his heir this time.”
His eyes ﬂashed with remembered pain. “Just…be careful, chére.”
She looked away from him. “I’m always careful. We won’t fail
this time.”
“He doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of even making it
through the primaries. He’s made too many enemies.”
“Which is why he’s driving his lovely car up our miserable
yellow brick road right now—probably cursing us and himself every
inch of it. Ambition’s a bitch.”
“But not as dangerous as revenge, chére.”
“I don’t want revenge. I want justice.” She pulled the door open.
“Justice.” He shook his head. “That’s even more dangerous. And
dang near impossible to get.”
She smiled at him. “Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six
impossible things,” she said, before she stepped out, letting the door
swing shut behind her. She started across the weed-choked yard, her
gaze sweeping for ﬁre ant hills. Even after ten years away, there was
so much she remembered, but what she remembered the most right
now, was her ﬁrst—and last—meeting with Remy Mistral.
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Then, like now, change was in the air with an electorate primed
for reform and longing for a candidate with a touch of magic to
believe in. Enter Magus Merlinn aka the Wizard, whose magic
touch had transformed several failing Louisiana businesses into jobs
for voters. He’d been convinced the same magic could transform the
State’s unwieldy bureaucracy into something more responsible and
responsive to the failing economy. Magus had the gift of engaging
people, not just in his ideas, but in him—and his only daughter was
no exception. She smiled, remembering the surly eighteen year old
she’d been when she ﬁrst met her father, angry about the years he’d
been missing from her life, still grieving for her mom. Right away
he’d made it clear he didn’t take guilt trips. She could take what he
was offering or not. Her choice. Or so it had seemed. When Magus
smiled, the choices always narrowed to what he wanted. And thank
goodness for it or she’d have missed her short time with him.
Unfortunately, her youth had made her ill-prepared for the
bumps and jolts of politics, the hordes of media types howling
around the hot campaign—or the bullets that stopped Magus’s drive
for the mansion. As she always did when Magus ﬁlled her thoughts,
she touched the place on her chest where a bullet had passed
through Magus and hit her. Like the ﬁctional Dorothy, there were
risks in hanging with a wizard.
Which brought her full circle back to Remy Mistral, who’d been
part of that media frenzy back then. She remembered hearing one
of Magus’s aides commenting that he wouldn’t be in the pack long.
Even as green as she’d been, she could tell he had a breakout
personality. To her young eyes, he’d seemed lit from within and
vibrantly real in a mass of mostly plastic people. She’d never
expected him to notice her. Even if she hadn’t been plain and color‐
less, who could see anyone but the magniﬁcent Magus? But he had
noticed her, his dark eyes ﬁnding her in Magus’s shadow for a heady,
disturbing moment. Then he’d dismissed her with casual and
complete indifference.
It stung then, and it still did, she had to admit. It was hard to
acknowledge to herself the crush she’d had on him, but she’d come
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here to face all her demons. Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered so
much if Magus hadn’t been killed so soon after. Like circling
buzzards over dead meat, Mistral had blown through her life and
intruded on her grief. His ﬁnal, punctuating comment had been to
dismiss her again, as a person and to question whether she was
Magus’s daughter and could take over his legacy. His contempt had
been the bookends of her father’s death—and the frame, or maybe
it was the lens, through which she viewed that terrible time.
What, she wondered, had changed his focus and kept him in
Louisiana? Everyone had been so sure it was only a matter of time
before he got picked up by a national news outlet. Instead, he’d
moved into talk radio.
And now here he was, looking for her, ﬁnally curious about the
Wizard’s daughter. Once again, she felt that tug of uncertainty.
She’d managed her father’s affairs, despite the objections of the
naysayers, always with Mistral’s words stinging in her ears. Time
had wrought its changes on them both, and now fate had returned
them full circle to where they’d started.
The sitting governor was almost at the end of his two terms,
leaving the ﬁeld wide open once more. Even better, the voters’
passion for reform had not abated, and there was a deﬁnite antiincumbent feeling simmering beneath a lot of surfaces, if the New
Orleans mayoral race was any indication. And with the desire for
reform, came the desire for the return of a Wizard, according to the
letters she’d received. The power, his power was still there, waiting
to be harnessed anew. Some of Magus’s old cronies looked to be
making their move on his legacy. It was now or never.
She wasn’t the Wizard, the long years in exile had taught her
that again and again, but she was his daughter—with the inalien‐
able right to bestow his power where she wished. They’d ﬁnd it out
soon enough.
As for Remy Mistral, that he’d once been contemptuous of her
probably wasn’t a good reason for setting him up. But it was a
reason.
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Remy stopped in front of the plantation house and shut off his
engine. The sudden silence resolved itself into the barely perceptible
shrill of a thousand-and-one insect chorus beneath the green cathe‐
dral that pressed in around the house, the rustle of larger life in the
underbrush, and the ﬂeeting trill and ﬂutter of birds.
Remy opened the door, the creak of the metal a welcome impo‐
sition in the reverential hush. The Wizard’s wake was long over. It
was time his ghost realized that. He slammed the door and turned
to study Magus Merlinn’s Oz.
At least he’d resisted the obvious green. To Remy’s surprise, it
was a smaller, far less pretentious version of a plantation house. It
had been built in an era when homes were more serviceable and still
likely to be ﬂooded by the nearby Mississippi River. The line of
columns marching sternly down the front veranda only hinted at
grandeur to come and the peaked roof boasted a mere three gables.
The raised veranda that circled the house, left visible the enclosure
of the ground level, a modiﬁcation possible only after the river had
been tamed. A plain rectangle of a house with nature as its main
adornment didn’t seem right for the man Remy had known as the
Wizard.
“Not exactly the Emerald Palace, is it?”
He looked, and found the owner of the voice echoing his
thoughts. She was standing in the shadow of a towering oak tree,
much like she’d stood in Magus’s shadow back then. She lifted the
baseball cap from her head, rufﬂed her titian hair into a ﬂuffy halo
around the thin oval of her face, and replaced it with the brim
toward the back as she strolled toward him.
It took a few moments for Remy’s brain to grapple with the
differences between what he remembered about the Wizard’s
Dorothy—which wasn’t that much—and what she’d become.
She seemed taller and as thin as he remembered, though her
ﬁgure had ﬁlled out more than memory recalled. Time and—he
thought cynically—thirty million dollars had produced more assur‐
ance. A shorter haircut exposed more of her face, revealing the
strength of her pointed chin. Her nose was narrow, well aligned and
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dusted with freckles and she had calm, violet eyes. Her mouth was
full and lightly sensual.
She’d never be beautiful, but she had achieved striking. Magus
would have been proud, Remy decided, and his enemies will be—
surprised. She was graceful in movement, but her body turned
vaguely awkward and coltish when still. The yellow sheath sundress
she wore suited her. The clean scent of her perfume joined the
ﬂower-drenched air in assaulting his senses and he felt the jolt of
desire in his mid-section before he could rein it in.
“No,” Remy said, pleased he sounded matter-of-fact. “It’s not
the Emerald Palace, but I like it.”
“Magus liked to tell people he brought here that he was a simple
man.” Beneath the auburn veil of her lashes, she slanted him a look
that might have been ironic.
He laughed, short and sharp. “Right.”
Trouble was he could almost hear Magus saying it. He might
even have believed he was a simple man. No one really knew what
Magus believed. He was too much in motion, the pattern of his face
shifting too fast for analysis—though many had tried since his death,
including him. They all agreed he lived and died an unsolvable
puzzle.
Her mouth thinned, stretching into a smile that lit her face with
a hint of her father’s charm.
“I’m glad you weren’t blinded by his light.” She stepped past
him, crossing to the wooden steps that led up the veranda. One foot
on the ﬁrst step, she paused, and arched her brows. “Coming?”
The angle of leg and body was sharply pure and a heady entice‐
ment in the sultry air—air that made her dress cling to her skin. She
was a different kind of dangerous than Magus, but still…dangerous.
Not that he’d let that stop him.
Determined, but casual, Remy followed her up the steps and
into the house through wide and tall double doors. He looked
around him with interest, but felt his gaze drawn toward Dorothy,
who was turning out to be as enigmatic as her father. What was
going on? Why hadn’t she been surprised to see him? What was she
thinking?
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Dorothy knew he followed, felt his confusion, but didn’t look
back as she led him through the wide, central hall past elegant
salons that opened off either side, past the period antiques that
broke the long sweep, to the circular stair spiraling down to an oldfashioned kitchen with brick ﬂoor and a ﬁreplace.
He hesitated in the doorway, his dark eyes wary, until she
nodded towards the straight-backed chairs that circled the scrubbed,
wooden table. “Grab one of those.”
With the warm, yeasty smell of cooking bread ﬁlling the air, she
took an inventory of the refrigerator’s contents, and then looked at
him over the open door. “Cold drink or milk?”
“Diet Coke if you have it.” The chair scraped brieﬂy on the
uneven ﬂoor, then creaked as he settled himself on the bare, wooden
surface.
She set a cold can down in front of him, feeling the echoes of
her pre-Wizard life call to her. She’d spent most of her life without
money or a father, waiting tables with her mother and eventually,
when her mother became too ill, by herself. It wasn’t until her
mother died, that Magus appeared in her world.
She turned from Mistral and the memories, opening the top of
her bread machine and set about releasing the loaf inside. Behind
her, she heard a pop and a hiss as he opened his cold drink. She
hacked off a couple of thick slices as fragrant steam rose around
her, piled them on a plate and set it in front of him.
“Help yourself.” She pushed the pale yellow stick of butter and
a knife toward him and she saw a brief, quickly hidden ﬂicker of
confusion in his eyes. Yes, she’d been right to bring him here, rather
than to one of the elegant, formal rooms upstairs, as they made the
ﬁrst move in their wary dance. She was stronger here, more herself,
less Magus. She needed to hang on to who she was if she was to
survive this foray into Magus’s world.
I’m not the Wizard, she told him with her eyes, but I’m still
dangerous, and felt a surge of satisfaction at the wariness that lit his
eyes again. Like the East’s wicked witch, did he recognize Dorothy
as a force to be reckoned with? If he didn’t yet, he soon would, she
vowed.
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“That was better than the bread my mother never made me,” Remy
said, wiping his ﬁngers on the towel she tossed him. He took his
time, then leaned back in his chair, thrusting his feet out. If she
thought standing gave her the power position, it was time to prove
her wrong. It was also time to take back control of this strange
meeting.
She smiled coolly, her lids drooping sleepily over her startling
eyes and wiped her hands. “I’m glad you liked it, Remy Mistral.”
So she did remember him. He’d wondered, and yet how could
she not? He’d been around a lot back in the old days, and these
days, his radio show was inching its way across the South. There
was talk of it going into wider syndication—talk that Remy kept a
tight rein on while he tested the political waters. Talk was cheap, as
some of his listeners were quick to point out. All it changed was
minds, not policies. Louisiana was long overdue for a change in
policy. Business as usual wasn’t working. He wanted to change that.
“I didn’t think you’re remember me, you’ve been gone a long
time, Ms—”
“This is Oz. Call me Dorothy.”
“Dorothy.” He frowned, not because he minded the theatrical,
but because he preferred to initiate it himself. The situation
reminded him of one of those old dances, the kind where the
couple moved together, then apart in a stylized tease.
She gave him that cool, cutting smile again. “You could call me
Anna, if you don’t mind messing with the mystique.”
That surprised a laugh out of him. “I never mind messing with
anyone’s mystique.”
Their gazes clashed as she pushed away from the counter, pulled
out a chair across from him and dropped into it. Chin on her hands,
elbows propped on the wooden surface, like an inquiring child, she
asked, “What brings you to Oz, Remy Mistral?”
He wanted to tell her to call him Remy, but it felt like it would
weaken his position for some reason. Instead he straightened, equal‐
izing their positions again. Did she know what she was doing? He
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couldn’t tell by looking into her eyes, but his gut said yes, she knew,
in spades. He studied her face for a long moment, letting the silence
draw out between them until he could hear the steady tick, then
tock of a clock somewhere in the room.
Her gaze didn’t falter or her body shift. One to you, he thought.
“I was hoping for an interview.”
“I’m hardly breaking news.”
“Verrol Vance was killed in prison yesterday. That makes you
news.”
For a second her lashes swept down across her pale cheeks in a
fan of auburn silk. When they lifted, her expression was oddly
blank. “So I heard.”
“You have good contacts. Mine said they were trying to keep it
quiet.”
She shrugged, without breaking eye contact. “Magus always
did.”
And she’d kept those contacts up? Or reactivated them? “It’s
been a long time.”
“Yes.” She relaxed back in her chair. “Which should make me…
old news. Or at best, a sound bite—which you could have gotten on
the phone.”
Remy smiled. “Your number is unlisted—and you haven’t been
answering it.”
Her chin lifted, her answering smile tightened his gut. “True.”
She stood up, studying him for a long moment. “So, you’re still a
reporter and not just a personality.”
He stood up, too. “Did you doubt it?”
A short silence. “I…wondered.”
“You don’t have to anymore.”
“I guess not.” She stared at him, but Remy had the odd
impression it wasn’t him she saw. He opened his mouth to ask—
what? Before he could figure it out, she turned and started for the
door.
“It’s too late for you to drive back to New Orleans tonight. I’ll
have a room made up for you.” She paused and turned back. “We
don’t dress for dinner.”
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It was what he wanted, but getting it didn’t feel as good as he
thought it would. It was too easy, too…something.
“Thank you.” She was in motion again, and what a motion it
was. Her body was almost liquid, the gentle sway of her hips…
heady. Made it hard to focus on her words.
“If it’s a story you want, not just a sound bite, then you’ll want
to see it, I suppose.”
“It?” He shook his head to clear it. He wasn’t here to play
sidekick.
“Magus’s study.” She stopped, turned and gestured toward the
stairs.
Remy hesitated, then nodded, as if it didn’t matter all that
much.
It was only as they wound back up the iron stairway, paced back
down the wide hall, that it occurred to him to wonder why she was
so willing to accommodate him. His defenses up, his gaze ﬁrmly
avoiding her hips, he watched her stop in front of tall, narrow doors
with big, ornate knobs. She twisted both knobs at once and pulled
the doors toward her. Half-turning, she gave him a look that was
almost a warning.
“Welcome to the heart of Oz, Remy Mistral. I hope you ﬁnd
what you’re looking for.”
She looked so ordinary, yet…not. She was the gatekeeper to her
father’s power, but did she know it? She stepped back, with a gesture
towards the dim interior and he felt his awareness of her fade as the
magic that had been Magus reached out to draw him into the room.
He was only vaguely aware of her crossing the room to the ﬂoor-toceiling curtains and throwing them back to reveal long, narrow
windows and let in the last, golden rays of evening light.
Above the desk, set between the long windows, was a portrait of
Magus, part in shadow, partly touched with gold. From it, the power
radiated, growing stronger with each step he took toward it. It
wasn’t gone. It hadn’t died with him. It lingered here, waiting for the
right person to take it and shape it into a weapon of power again.
All he had to do was convince the Wizard’s daughter that he was
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the man to wield it. He looked at her and found her watching him,
her face an enigmatic mirror of her father’s looking down from the
wall.

Grab your copy of A Dangerous Dance today!

OUT OF TIME

She’s a modern woman. He’s a blast from
the past. Can their love survive the test of
time… and war?
Adventure reporter Melanie "Mel"
Morton tackles current events, not historical
retellings. But that all changes when a
WWII veteran tracks her down and seeks
her help in saving her gold-star grandfa‐
ther’s life… by traveling back in time.
For Mel, the stakes keep rising until she
ﬁnds herself on her grandfather’s fateful ﬁnal mission. Shot down
behind enemy lines, Mel and Jack Hamilton, the now-young and
handsome pilot, must navigate the occupied French countryside and
their generational differences. With her grandfather’s life and her
future on the line, Mel and Jack can’t afford the distraction of their
undeniable chemistry. Failure to complete their mission could get
them killed, or worse, change the course of history.
Out of Time is a riveting time travel romance adventure novel. If
you like explosive chemistry, rapid-ﬁre action, and accurate depic‐
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tions of the Second World War, then you’ll love Pauline Baird Jones’
homage to the Greatest Generation.
Buy Out of Time to parachute into a war-torn love story today!

It sounds kind of crazy now, but the germ of the idea for Out of
Time got planted while I was watching The Last of the Mohicans.I can’t
quite connect the dots between the movie and the ﬁnished book. I
do know I kind of liked the idea of a modern woman meeting a
man from the past. But when I dreamed up Mel, she wouldn’t go to
a past that didn’t have decent plumbing.
Since I wouldn’t either…we settled on World War II. But I get
ahead of myself (is that even possible? I mean, I’m slow..but …I’m
going to take a slightly different path this week and start with why I
shouldn’t have written Out of Time.
* My then-agent told me not to. That I needed to focus on one
genre.
* I’d never written a book set in the past. One requiring histor‐
ical research. Historical accuracy.
* It was yet another genre change. Traditional wisdom said,
Don’t do it.
* At the time, I wasn’t sure I had the experience and writing skill
to craft the story I felt it could be.
So I put it aside. Several times. But Mel wouldn’t let me give up
on her or her story. She kept nagging and nagging. So I’d do some
research, do some planning and plotting. When you consider that
The Last of the Mohicans released in 1992 and Out of Time released in
2005—yeah, it was a long and torturous path from germ of idea to
ﬁnished book.
So, my short list of why I ﬁnally wrote Out of Time:
* My agent and I parted ways.
* Mel made me do it. So did Jack.
* I realized I’d kind of been writing action adventure for several
books.
* I wanted to.
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At the end of my long, tortured path is a book that Iâ€™m very
proud to have written, and not just because it was the book that
ﬁnally earned me an Eppie (now called the Epic Book Award).
Iâ€™m proud of this book because it honors the men and women
who fought for our freedom in World War II. It gave me a chance to
ﬁctionally rub shoulders with the Greatest Generation. And it gave
me a chance to email with the people who fought and sacriﬁced in
WWII while researching this book. I will freely admit there were
times when I had to take some ﬁctional liberties with history, but I
feel that the story is true to the spirit and people of that time and
place.
Iâ€™m so very glad I pressed forward and ﬁnished the journey
that was Out of Time.

What others have said about Out of Time:
"It's almost impossible not to get wrapped up in this amazing
book. Out of Time is the perfect book to unwind with after a long
day at work.” A Girl And Her Kindle
"Out of Time has Oscar nomination written all throughout its
very well written and adventurous pages. I can see this being turned
into a movie because it is so ﬂeshed out; details are so vivid and the
dialogue matched true to the characters that they seem to jump off
of the pages. Ms. Jones has a winner with this story and it’s going on
my keeper shelf." Long and Short Reviews, Best Book
"Jones is back and taking on new genres and challenges in this
high-intensity time-traveling war thriller. Love can truly span gener‐
ations, as these soul mates born out of time prove. Adding in the
drama of being trapped behind enemy lines ratchets up the tension
and thrill factor! " Four Stars! Romantic Times—Jill M. Smith
"What a great time I had reading ! I got in trouble at work, at
home and I could not put it down. Ms. Jones made me feel I was
right there with the Time Machine crew in the freezing skies over
France and the French countryside with the Resistance trying to
help downed ﬂyers was all too real. Even the deaths were done true
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to life. I can't express how much this book made me think of other
folks' relatives who lived and died for our freedom." Manic Readers
"Out of Time is a remarkable story that kept this reader glued
to the pages. Mel is electrically charged as she steps into a timetravel that spins with excitement and thrills while trying to keep her
heart at bay with Jack. They share a chemistry that is marvelously
created. It is love at its ﬁnest as they try to sort out a past to produce
a future for everyone. Ms. Jones originates a performance with her
characters that puts the reader in the center of the stage. With the
enemy beckoning to stop Mel at every turn, she pens a fabulous
read that shouldn’t be missed as she captivates the audience with
suspense, romance and just the right edge until the ﬁnal conclusion.
The reader is transported into yesteryear during a time of war
where our heroes should never be forgotten in a war that costs so
many their precious lives and loves, in a heart-felt story that spins
with much creativity." Five hearts! The Romance Studio
"...the story is magical, romantic, and funny.” It's a hoot to see
Mel, a thoroughly 21st century woman, trying to cope with the
culture, and the uncomfortable shoes, of wartime England. When
she joins the crew in a mission to occupied France, the reader can
imagine what it must have been like inside the bomber, trying to
complete their mission under terrifying circumstances. In this
homage to the Greatest Generation, Jones takes us on a wild and
often poignant ride through time." Over My Dead Body Reviews
Buy Out of Time to parachute into a war-torn love story today!

1ST CHAPTER - OUT OF TIME

Present Day
THE C-130 rumbled through the sky, the propellers cutting into
the gradually thinning air. Melanie Morton had been miserable on
the ground in her wet suit and gear, but as the plane went up and
the temperature dropped she realized she was an amateur in
miserable.
She’d done some crazy—and misery-inducing—things for her
television magazine segment, Make Mel Cry Uncle, appearing four
times a year on BrightLine Weekly, but doing a HALO jump with the
Navy SEALs was taking crazy thirty thousand feet too high.
Her producer had had to do some heavy duty persuasion before
the Navy would allow her to even prepare for the jump, let alone
attempt it. They ﬁnally agreed, perhaps because the powers-that-be
thought she’d never make it through Hell Week, let alone survive the
grueling training regimen that was required prior to the high alti‐
tude low open drop with an actual SEAL team. But here she was, all
geared up and only one way to go: down. At one-hundred and
twenty miles per hour.
If she’d had any doubts about her sanity, she didn’t anymore.
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She really was out of her freaking mind.
The sad part, she’d been out of it clear back to when she’d ﬁrst
pitched the idea that had eventually become Make Mel Cry Uncle.
Since that time she’d learned to ﬁght various sorts of ﬁres. She’d
trained with cops and SWATs, trekked to the Arctic, done a stint
with the Coast Guard and another in search and rescue, gone swim‐
ming with sharks, dived to deep sea wreckage—the list was long and
getting longer. Four shows a year for ﬁve years. Dang. So far she
hadn’t made it into space, but it wasn’t because her producer hadn’t
tried to talk her into it. There was buzz of going back to the moon,
but that was so last century. Maybe if they let her go to Mars….
She shook her head. What was she thinking? She still hadn’t
gotten her tush out of this plane and she was thinking about Mars?
She was worse than freaking insane…whatever that might be.
Of course, she could cry uncle and go home. Show over. SEALs
happy. Their charity would be even happier because she’d have to
ante up the dough and not them. That was the deal, if she cried she
donated to their favorite charity. If she didn’t, then they had to
donate to hers. So far, her charity had made out like a bandit. They
loved her. But all good things had to come to an end sometime. So
why wasn’t her mouth open and why wasn’t she crying uncle like a
baby?
Her Gran could have supplied the answer. She’d told Mel almost
every day of Mel’s life that she was the most stubborn person on the
face of the earth. It was probably her biggest character ﬂaw, though
it wasn’t her only one. However, there came a time to face those
ﬂaws and defeat them.
Did it really matter if her SEAL team expected her to fail? Was
proving them wrong that big of a deal? So what if they had bets on
when she’d cry? They were also betting on when she’d wet her
pants. It was probably a guy thing.
She looked down the row of faces, seated on the hard narrow
bench with her. All of them were in full scuba gear and each held an
oxygen mask in anticipation of the moment when the cabin would
be depressurized. Hers was probably the only face without the
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tough-guy expression. This was an experienced team of steely-eyed
professional killers who’d proved their chops in Afghanistan and
Iraq. They were honest-to-goodness heroes, like her grandfather
and her father. She was proud to be sitting with them, even if they
did want her to fail.
It wasn’t personal. They liked her, or what they knew of her.
Some of them had even offered to get to know her on a more
personal level and weren’t holding a grudge at being turned down.
They just wanted her to fail. Only in the movies could a girl make it
as a SEAL. It would make them so happy if she failed. It was prob‐
ably the patriotic thing to do.
It was a pity the necessary word was stuck in her stubborn throat
like a freaking hair ball that wouldn’t hack up. Even as she was
listing the reasons for crying uncle, another part of her brain was
pointing out that it was only a jump. Other than the ﬁrst step and
the velocity, it was really no different from her time with the para‐
troopers.
So that made her stubborn and delusional.
There was a saying in the SEALs that the only good day was
yesterday. This was her last bad day. Tomorrow she’d be on her way
home, with all her SEAL yesterdays behind her. She could go back
and kill her producer. Thanks to the SEALs, she now knew about a
hundred different ways. Pity she could only use one of them on him.
The aircraft shuddered and then straightened out.
“Three minute warning,” Rockman’s voice said in her ear piece.
They all donned their oxygen masks and then the rear ramp
slowly lowered, depressurizing the hold. Mel had thought it was as
cold as it could get.
She was wrong.
“Line up!” Rockman spoke again.
Moving like ungainly gooney birds, the team and Mel formed
two lines on either side of the plane, clutching at hanging straps for
balance, their footing made precarious by heavy packs, webbed feet
and the bouncing of the plane as it rode the air currents. Mel real‐
ized she was hyperventilating into her mask. Would the friction and
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pure oxygen set her lungs on ﬁre? That thought didn’t help. Fear
Rockman would notice did.
Rockman got nose to nose with her. He didn’t need to. She
could hear him just ﬁne in the ear piece. On the other hand, he’d
spent the last three months with his face in hers telling her to move
her butt somewhere other than where it currently was. It was prob‐
ably a hard habit to break. Maybe it was even a freaking SEAL rule.
“So, Frog Lady, you ready to cry uncle?”
Frog wasn’t actually meant to be an insult, even though every‐
thing Rockman said sounded like one. This team were divers, hence
the frog appellation. Over his shoulder, Mel could see Henry, her
rather green-about-the-gills cameraman, recording the moment. It
was also his job to record her exit from the plane, or her ignomin‐
ious defeat. If she did make the jump, then her free-fall would be
recorded by mini-cams afﬁxed to the team’s head gear. Her Mel-cam
was so that her viewers could have the illusion of seeing it from her
point of view.
So this was it. Decision time. And she needed to pee. No ques‐
tion someone was going to win at least one bet, with the cold lining
up against her sphincter. If she was going to be in for a pee, might
as well go for the pound. Or in this case, in for the jump.
“Sir, I’m going to jump, sir!” She shouted, because shouting was
the only tone Rockman could hear, based on past experience.
He nodded sharply, even as his brown eyes told her he didn’t
believe her. Mel tried to focus on her instructions, rather than the
increasing pressure on her bladder. If she wet her pants now it
would probably turn to ice inside her suit. Hopefully it wouldn’t
form into stalagmites in there. Or was that stalactites? Either was
sure to be painful.
“Ladies ﬁrst.” Rockman gave her a sardonic look.
Great, now he decides to be a gentleman. She looked at the
ramp hanging over thirty thousand feet of atmosphere and ocean
and her sphincters gave up the unfair battle, releasing in a warm wet
rush. It wasn’t that bad. And it was as much encouragement as she
was going to get on this plane.
“Hoo-yah!” She ran forward and leapt off the ramp into noth‐
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ing. Six guys who owed her charity money followed her out. She just
hoped they weren’t bitter about the money. She had a long way to
fall with them.

December 6, 1942, somewhere over Occupied France
Jack Hamilton rubbed at the ice collecting around the edges of
his oxygen mask and then made a minute adjustment in his course.
Everyone on board The Time Machine was tense because of the
pasting they’d taken on their last outing, but so far it had been a
smooth ride. No ﬁghters. No ﬂak. Fourth time they’d been alerted
for the Lille mission, only this time it hadn’t been scrubbed. The
brieﬁng was 0345, but they didn’t get airborne until 0900. Now they
were about ﬁfteen minutes from their target. No one expected it to
stay easy, but after St. Nazaire, well, he was learning to be grateful
for the small mercies.
At least it was a short run, just two hours to get over the target,
dump their bombs and head back. Almost imperceptibly, he relaxed
his shoulders. That’s when he heard it.
“Bandits! Ten o’clock!”
Jack heard the shots and then saw the silver trails from their
guns tracking out ahead of them, toward the diving FW’s. One of
the bandits kept coming right at them. Red bloomed on the end of
its guns again and again.
Jack held his course and kept his eyes open, though neither was
easy. At the last moment the FW turned aside.
“Beginning bomb run,” he called out, over the crew chatter in
the intercom. Jack turned the plane over to the Ram and they went
in for the run. After that it was almost a cake walk to “bombs away.”
The crew cheered as they made the turn that meant they were
heading home.

Present Day
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Mel turned her SUV into the driveway of her little house.
Despite its rather forlorn air, the house welcomed her as it always
had, stretching back in time to when it had been her Gran’s house
and Mel the newly orphaned granddaughter.
Halloween was over, but a few dejected bats and ghosts still ﬂut‐
tered in the trees next door, and the occasional candy wrapper
mingled with fallen leaves the breeze had piled up against all avail‐
able obstacles. Fall had done its work here, stripping leaves from the
trees and turning green to brown. She climbed out and stretched,
welcoming the feeling of freedom from MREs and shouted orders.
The air she inhaled was cold and smoky. And free—as free as she
was for six wonderful weeks. The upcoming holidays tried to intrude
into her thoughts, but she pushed them ﬁrmly away. She preferred
to be working during the holidays but she hadn’t been able to
manage it this year. The SEAL gig had run long, as had editing it
for the broadcast. Then she’d had to close the New York apartment.
But ﬁnally she was here. Home. Despite the looming holidays, she
was glad to be here.
She looked around, her gaze ﬁltered through a lens of weary
nostalgia. Her neighborhood sometimes seemed lost in the past. It
always looked the same, except for the changing seasons sweeping
through. Most of the houses were pre-World War II. Gran had
come to this one as a bride, lived in it most of her life as a widow,
and left it six years ago for the long-delayed reunion with her Norm,
the grandfather Mel never met. Despite the sorrows it had seen, it
was a cheerful, hopeful place, like her Gran, whose personality had
been, and still was, the shaping force both inside and out. Mel
wasn’t around enough to make many changes, and as the only
survivor of the family line, she liked coming home to the familiar
and unchanged. Her father had died in Viet Nam and her mother
had faded from life not long after, leaving Mel to Gran’s care. Mel
didn’t remember either of her parents, though Gran had made sure
she knew of them, and Norm, through stories and pictures.
Mel wasn’t sure if Gran were a natural biographer or had been
forced into it by events. Whatever the reason, she’d written her own
life story, Norm’s, and that of their son and his wife, before begin‐
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ning to work on the story of Norm’s military service as part of the
crew of The Time Machine, their B-17 bomber. She hadn’t ﬁnished
that before she died, so Mel was trying to ﬁnish it for her.
Gran wouldn’t have approved of Mel’s career choice. It was
dangerous work and it made romance an uphill job for even the
most optimistic of suitors. Before her death, Gran had pestered Mel
about her lack of romantic entanglements. Mel didn’t have an
explanation then, or one now, other than a deep-seated realization
that she hadn’t yet met the right man.
Mel felt vaguely guilty as she unlocked the door and pushed it
hard enough to dislodge the piles of mail that would be heaped on
the ﬂoor under the mail slot of the shabby white door. It would
mostly be junk mail. Of necessity, Mel had her bills sent to her
ﬁnancial manager. Otherwise, she’d have to get her utilities turned
on again every time she came home—and get ever increasing
deposits.
She found the light switch and ﬂipped it. The old fashioned
lamps ﬂared to life, pushing back the dim. At least her manager
hadn’t absconded with her money while she was doing time with the
SEALs. She dropped her dufﬂe and handbag on the ﬂoor just past
the mail mess and headed for the bathroom. As usual, she needed
to pee.

Though the house had gone through some updating, it was
essentially unchanged from the way it had been when Norm carried
his bride across the threshold. It was a straightforward, unpreten‐
tious rectangle with two bedrooms to the left of the front door, both
connected by a long closet and the bathroom. A living room and a
fairly generous kitchen took up the right side of the structure. Under
it all was an often damp basement with another bedroom behind a
storeroom. All the ﬁxtures, except for the refrigerator, were original,
including a claw-foot tub hogging most of the bathroom.
Inside the fridge she found several cans of Diet Dr. Pepper,
grabbed a glass, added ice and then soda. It hissed and bubbled in
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the glass. The ﬁrst drink was always the best. All those chemicals bit
pleasurably into her tongue and throat. As the caffeine entered her
bloodstream, it temporarily kicked out the jet lag.
Mel turned back toward the living room, leaning a shoulder
against the jam as she took another drink. To Mel’s left, Gran’s chair
anchored the space, the imprint of her body still there in the sagging
cushion. Her glasses rested on the open book she’d been reading the
day before she went into the hospital that last time. Her footstool
was pushed slightly to the side, so she could get up. Mel had never
been able to take possession of that chair.
She kept expecting Gran to come out of her bedroom and settle
there, before looking up at Mel with a smile of welcome. Across
from Gran’s chair was the chair that was Norm’s. If he was also
haunting the house, he was a kindly ghost. Sometimes, just as the
last of the light was fading from the sky, Mel imagined she could see
them both in their chairs, young again and smiling at each other
with all the delight of young love. If she didn’t move, sometimes
she’d also smell Gran’s powder and Norm’s aftershave. If she closed
her eyes, she could feel Gran’s arms close around her, feel the cool
softness of Gran’s dress against her cheek and Gran’s hand stroking
her hair again and telling her it would be all right.
This night there were no friendly ghosts to welcome her home,
and the air in the room was resolutely stale from being closed for so
long. She put her soda can down on a coaster near the computer
and went to open some windows, passing the split couch in a pale
blue-green. The two halves squatted in front of the windows that
looked out on the enclosed porch, and had always been separated
by a vintage table. Neither couch was even remotely comfortable,
but Mel usually sat there anyway. It was her spot and had been since
she moved in.
“Pretty sad, aren’t I?” she said to the silence. Only ghosts for
company, but how was she supposed to make and keep friends when
she was never around? It didn’t help that on this street the residents
were dropping like ﬂies. She’d noticed a couple of kids toys left out
as she drove by. Eventually the street would become young again,
but the attrition was slow, albeit steady.
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Mel should have cleaned up all Gran’s stuff and given it away or
at least put it in storage, but Gran’s spirit and memory were the only
things that welcomed her home. A pet would have been nice for her,
but not for the pet.
On the dining room table was the only truly modern touch in
the house, a computer setup with all the bells and whistles. Gran
had taken to computing like a Navy SEAL to water. She particularly
loved the scanner. It made working with the old fragile photographs
from World War II so much easier.
Those pictures, and all the other stuff she’d collected from the
men who’d served with Norm, were now scattered across the top of
the dining room table and the side buffet. Mel remembered a time
when the kitchen table had been the staging area, since Gran liked
to keep the mess out of sight of company, but when Mel brought
her the computer, the move was inevitable. And there at the end
company was almost nonexistent.
Mel still worked on her project, at ﬁrst from a feeling of obliga‐
tion, but eventually had found the stories of the men of The Time
Machine and the other bomber groups’ stories as fascinating as Gran
clearly had. The survivors were happy to let Mel continue as their
recorder. She’d been going to their reunions since she was little, and
they all treated her like one of them, though they weren’t going to
be around much longer either. The Greatest Generation was dying.
That reality had given her a sense of urgency, and she’d actually
made a lot of progress the last time she was home. That’s when
she’d realized there was no picture of plane and crew all together.
Before she left for the SEAL gig, she’d put out a call for anyone with
a picture. She looked at the pile of mail. Well, there was only one
way to ﬁnd out if she’d gotten an answer.
One hour later, she had the mail sorted into the stuff she wanted
to keep, the stuff to shred and the junk headed for the trash heap.
There were several promising looking offerings from her WWII
sources, including an intriguing one marked private and urgent.
These she took to the dining room table. She turned on the
computer, then, while it went through the tedious booting up
process, picked up a letter opener and slid it under the ﬂap of the
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private and urgent envelope. Once containment was breached, she
pulled out a single eight-by-ten photograph with a business card
clipped to one corner.
Jack Hamilton. No address. Just a phone number and his name.
Talk about a blast from the past. The only member of the surviving
crew she’d never met—and the one she’d most wanted to meet.
She examined the photo, wondering if it really was the complete
crew. That was certainly The Time Machine. She could see the name
on the nose of the fuselage behind the crew, integrated with the
nose art, a tornado-looking object—something Mel had always
found puzzling. What did a tornado have to do with time travel?
Most of the pilots at the time had named their planes for their girl
or a sexy movie star, but not Jack. He was an H.G. Wells fan to his
toenails. Because of him, she’d read the books, too. Where in the
post-war world had he gone? She looked at the card. At least he
wasn’t dead yet.
Mel picked up a magnifying glass and studied the photo. Norm,
the radio operator, was in the back row of ﬁve, between Jack and his
co-pilot, Ric Bramwell. Gran had always said Norm wasn’t one to
put himself forward, Mel recalled with a smile. His face was as
familiar to her as her own, since Gran had pictures of him all over
the house, but she still felt a sense of loss at not knowing him. The
other ﬁve ﬁlling out the usual complement for a B-17 knelt in front.
Slightly off to one side, a woman stood partly in shadow. That was
odd. She applied the magnifying glass to that area, and a face, curi‐
ously like her own, jumped out at her.
She pulled back. Okay, that was…weird. She applied the glass
again. They even had the same, cropped, ﬂyaway hair. It wasn’t a
typical hair-do for the time. She leaned back in her chair, studying
the photograph again, a feeling of unease in her middle that she
couldn’t begin to explain. She lifted the top on the scanner, put the
photograph face down and hit start.
In a few minutes she had a graphic image to work with on the
screen. Even though she was consumed with curiosity about the
woman, she still paused a moment to admire Jack when his face
ﬁlled her screen. Okay, she’d seen other photos of him, but not this
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one. And he was always worth examining. The photograph was a bit
grainy, but it didn’t stop her from noting that his thick dark hair
tumbled across a high aristocratic brow. His eyes were set deep
under jutting brows. The black and white picture didn’t give away
the color, but Mel was sure they had to be a deep and sincere blue.
His face was long and narrow, with high, sharp cheek bones and a
straight nose. His smile, cutting across his face, the miles and the
years, curled her toes inside her shoes every time she saw it, today
being no exception.
Dang, he was cute. Why, she wondered, when she looked at
his picture, did she feel like she’d been born sixty years too late?
Not that she had any desire to live in the forties. Her feet were
planted firmly in the twenty-first century and happy to be there, if
only for the comfort of the shoes. But he could have come to one
of the crew reunions. Only he hadn’t and no one seemed to
know why.
With a sigh, she adjusted the picture until she could isolate the
part with the woman’s face, then selected it and copied it to its own
ﬁle. The image she had to work with was still large but fuzzy.
Luckily she had a good program for clearing up problems. She
tinkered with it, watching with interest until a face came slowly into
view.
The girl could be her twin. She backed off the image a bit,
bringing more than the face into view. She was dressed like the crew,
which was even stranger, considering the highly chauvinistic times.
She backed off some more. That’s when she got her second shock.
On the wrist that the woman held up to shield her eyes from the sun
was a small tattoo that looked a lot like the temporary tattoo pres‐
ently fading on the inside of her wrist. The SEAL team had insisted
she commemorate her jump with a miniature Uncle Sam. She
backed off some more and worked on that area, bringing it into
better focus. Then she only had to hold her wrist up to the screen to
see they matched perfectly.
Okay, Jack had to be pulling her chain.
She picked up the card and studied the phone number. It was
long distance, but there was no indication of a time zone. She
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looked at her watch. It was after midnight. And what would she say
to him? Why is my arm in an old WWII photo?
At that moment, her phone rang. She jumped, looked at it suspi‐
ciously as it rang two more times. This time of night, it was prob‐
ably obscene. She lifted the receiver.
“Mel?” The voice was male and strong, though there was an
aged quality to it she couldn’t quite put her ﬁnger on.
“Who is this?” Mel had a policy of only being polite to people
she knew. It cut down on solicitations calls—or at least shortened
them.
“Jack. Jack Hamilton.”
Shock held her silent for a long moment.
“Jack Hamilton.” She felt winded, and for no reason she could
think of, her heart thumped in her chest.
“That’s right.”
She wanted to ask him if he knew what time it was, but she was
pretty sure he did. And somehow, he’d known she’d be up.
“Your SEAL segment was your best yet,” he said into her
silence. “I really wondered if you were going to jump.”
She’d wondered the same thing.
“Thanks.” Jeez, did she have to be so lame? She talked for a
freaking living, for Pete’s sake! “How are you?” Oh, that’s good, take
yourself beyond lame. Be a freaking loser.
He chuckled. “I’m old.”
It surprised her when she heard herself chuckle.
Then he said, “We need to meet. We’re almost out of time.”
What did he mean by that? “O…kay…when…”
“Tomorrow. I’ll be there at ten hundred.” There was a pause.
“Good-night, Mel.”
“Good…night…” She didn’t know what to call him. Inside her
head, she’d called him Jack her whole life, but he was an elder and,
according to Gran, should be treated with respect. The only prob‐
lem, calling him “Mr. Hamilton” sounded all wrong. Before she
could decide, the line went dead. She stared at it. Maybe she
dreamed the call. Maybe she was in bed right now and didn’t know
it. Maybe she should go to bed.
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She saved her work, turned off the computer and headed for
her bedroom, wondering why Jack had called after all these years.
And what she was going to wear for her ﬁrst meeting with the
mysterious and elusive ex-captain. She may not cry uncle, but she
was still a girl.

Buy Out of Time to parachute into a war-torn love story today!

JUST IN TIME

The long awaited sequel to Out of Time!
He’s racing back in time to save the future. She’s
trying to survive her present. Will the past doom their
love?
Undisclosed location, present day. Fearless military pilot Ty Granger
has dedicated his life to hunting down those who tamper with time.
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So when someone attempts to stop the development of a radically
advanced plane in 1954, he’s forced to make a risky jump back
through a temporal vortex. But his mission will take a twist when he
falls for the aircraft's beautiful designer…who only has days left to
live.
Edwards Air Force Base, 1954. Alice Merriweather, who is much
more than the secretary she pretends to be, is desperate to prove her
extraordinary creation can ﬂy. So when a handsome stranger offers
to be her test pilot, she overlooks his claim that he’s from the future.
Fearing that a rival plans to sabotage her project, Alice risks trusting
the mysterious man who treats her like an equal.
As time grows chaotic, Ty fears the clock will run out on saving his
beloved from her terrible fate. Though Alice has fallen hard for Ty,
she’s prepared to sacriﬁce her life if it means her radical work and
the man from the future will survive.
With shadowy enemies threatening to erase Ty and Alice’s existence,
and her life's work, how will they ﬁnd their happily ever after?
Just in Time is the captivating second book in the Out of Time science
ﬁction romance series. If you like paradoxical plots, charming
chemistry, and heart-wrenching encounters, then you’ll adore
Pauline Baird Jones’ intriguing adventure.
Buy Just in Time (An Out of Time Story) to take a romantic
discovery ﬂight today!

1ST CHAPTER - JUST IN TIME

Edwards Air Force Base, August, 1952
Alice Merriweather climbed out of the car and shielded her eyes
the better to study their new home. The horizon wavered in the
intense heat, though it failed to hide how unforgiving the desert was
that surrounded the base, broken only by the coolly distant San
Gabriel Mountains.
No breeze lifted the damp strands of hair from off her face, and
the scarf she’d tied over her hair did nothing to ease the rays from
the sun. It felt as if she’d burst into ﬂames at any moment. She lifted
a hand holding a handkerchief and dabbed delicately at her neck.
Then she resolved not to do that again. Movement of any kind felt
as if it only made the heat worse.
She tried to deﬁne the scent of the place absent the smell of
gasoline, and decided that while it might not be a smell, it still
smelled hot.
All through the drive to Edwards Air Force Base, she’d stared
out at the bleak sea of scrub and sand, backed by the far too distant
mountains. She glanced up. There was so much cloudless sky domi‐
nated by the remorseless sun.
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“Are you all right, Miss Merriweather?” the Captain asked,
standing by the gate to their new residence. He’d accompanied
them to the base, but Alice couldn’t remember his name. An airman
had scrambled out from the driver’s seat to open their doors for
them. “It gets pretty hot this time of year.”
Alice glanced at her father, noting the anxiety in his rather pale
gray eyes. “I’m ﬁne,” she said. “I hardly feel the heat,” she added
the lie. It wouldn’t be her ﬁrst or last, she guessed.
With an inner stiffening of her courage, she turned to face the
bungalow where they’d be living for—well, she was not certain how
long they’d be there. So much depended on her father and this
opportunity to build his dream.
The small house looked as defeated as she felt after the long, hot
drive. The small gate stuck for a minute before it opened with a
squeak, then the men gestured for her to go ﬁrst. Drifted sand half
hid the sidewalk. The knob was hot to the touch but opened without
a key. She paused to look back. The street was silent, almost
deserted, except for a dark car. A man leaned against it, his arms
crossed over his chest. His clothes were dark, too, and sunglasses
obscured his gaze, but Alice felt a prickle along her nerve endings.
Her shoulders straightened an inch more. She turned and
stepped inside.

Present Day, Time-resistant Bunker in an Undisclosed Location
“What if it’s a trap?” Melanie “Mel” Morton Hamilton asked.
She turned from the map dominating the entire wall. It was
dotted with newspaper clippings, notes—both handwritten and
printed—and a myriad of red lines running in a variety of direc‐
tions. But most of them headed to one location.
Edwards Air Force Base.
The two men on the other side of the room glanced at each
other then returned their attention to her with carefully neutral
expressions.
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“It’s what we’re doing,” she pointed out. “We’re looking for
them.” If it was a trap, their unknown foe had baited it well. It had
the most indications of time tampering of any other event they’d
been tracking.
Her husband, Jack, gave a half shrug in acknowledgement of
her point. Mel turned her attention to the other man in the room,
because looking at Jack made her heart kick up and distracted her
from the task at hand. Plus, it was unprofessional to look sappy at
work. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jack’s lips twitch, as if
he knew.
Jack’s companion, Dr. Tyson Granger, was also good looking—
in a quietly powerful way that didn’t move her heart dial at all. His
build was broader than Jack’s, a different kind of lethal rumbled
under there, hiding behind eyes as deeply compelling and soulful as
a St. Bernard’s.
“That’s why I’m going,” Granger said. He had a deep, soothing
voice to go with his “trust me” eyes. Between eyes and voice, even
his most outrageous assertions sounded entirely logical and reason‐
able. Granger was a pilot, like Jack, but not really like Jack. Both
were total geeks, though neither of them looked like geeks. No
glasses or pocket protectors. Jack had the pilot swagger and a belief
in his own immortality. Granger was so focused and deliberate, Mel
had to remind herself he was, in his own way, as reckless as Jack. Or
her, she conceded wryly.
Mel didn’t disagree with his assertion he was making the trip,
even though the trip hadn’t been approved yet. She wasn’t going,
that was for sure. She and Jack had barely made it back alive from
their last attempt to track the rogue time travelers. It was just a
theory, of course, but Jack believed it was because they’d tried to
track them into the future. Not that traveling into the past had been
without its smackdowns.
“If they are after you—” Granger began.
“They could just be trying to tamper with the timeline,” Jack
cut in.
Just. Mel almost snorted.
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The room in the center of their specially designed bunker shook
as if there’d been some kind of explosion or seismic event. They all
glanced at their seismic monitor, but it hadn’t registered anything.
Their time sensor was going nuts—if it worked properly. This would
be the ﬁrst serious test if Jack approved Granger to go.
If.
Had Jack hesitated this long before sending Mel back in time?
Okay, probably, since he’d had almost eighty years to think about it,
but still, this mission had more riding on it than just a time machine
test. This was about the time tampering; it was an attempt to get an
handle on who was doing it. And if the perps were from the future?
One step at a time, Jack said, though it was more like a leap at a
time.
Granger’s legs were long enough for leaping. And it was a truth
—possibly a universal one—that a man determined to travel back in
time would ﬁnd a way to make that happen. Granger had taken
everything they’d thrown at him. The physical training, the highaltitude parachute drops, the psych evaluations—he’d immersed
himself in the target time period, and never once looked ﬂustered.
If there was a perfect time traveler, Tyson Granger was the poster
dude.
As the resident expert on time travel, Mel felt—not doubts
exactly—but concern for sure. She’d been there and done it. She
knew how freaking hard it was. And she’d changed her past history
and Jack’s to some extent. At least from what they knew. It was the
parts they didn’t know that worried both of them. She’d had a frontrow seat to see time rippling through her life. She’d returned with
two distinct and separate memories of her personal timeline. It
made for some weird faux pas in her encounters with friends and
family.
Jack had postulated that the reason she remembered both time‐
lines was because of her photographic memory. It wasn’t a bad
theory except for the trip into the past she didn’t remember. Jack
claimed she didn’t remember that ﬁrst trip because he’d sent her
back into the past the second time before the ﬁrst time happened.
This is why her eyes twitched a lot. Even worse, time travel, if
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you thought about it too much, also made your head want to
explode. Paradoxes and timeline changes and…
Another time tremor rattled the structure, causing the lights to
flicker. She tasted something metallic in her mouth and her skin
tingled. No question the tremors had worsened as they’d closed in
on the suspected time tampering. Mel turned back to the map and
touched the tip of her finger to the red circle, their suspected
ground zero. The tremor almost shook her off her feet. She took
her finger off the map, rubbing the zinged tip, and the tremor
eased.
Whether it was time tampering or a time trap, something was
building—had built—at Edwards Air Force base in the past. They
could act and change heavens knew what, or do nothing and—they
didn’t know what would happen if they did nothing. Nothing might
happen. Something might happen when it was too late to do some‐
thing. Yeah, eye twitch time.
When Jack had sent Mel back in time, it had been personal. He
hadn’t expected to ﬁnd evidence that someone else was time trav‐
eling—and possibly time tampering. Okay, they were pretty sure
someone was tampering—or testing—time. And if that weren’t
challenging enough, they didn’t know if they’d tried this before.
This could be the ﬁrst, second, third, or ﬁfth time they’d tried to do
something about the tampering.
She leaned in, studying their map without touching it this time.
Despite her caution, she felt the hairs on her arms lift as she got
closer.
The picture in the red circle was of an older man with an
unhappy face: Dr. George Merriweather. Was he truly the epicenter
of the time event? He didn’t look like an epicenter kind of guy.
Scientist, widower, father. Why would time care about him? There
was only one way to ﬁnd out. But she still had a question to ask.
Mostly because she needed the reassurance. “You think what he was
working on was important enough to stop?”
Granger shoved his hands in the pockets of his slacks. “I do.”
Of course he did. Did she think his answer was going to change
now, when he was so close to getting what he wanted?
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“We don’t even know it would have worked,” Mel felt she had to
point out. Again.
Granger’s gaze shifted to Jack, then back to Mel. His shrug was
slight. Mel knew why. The schematics Granger had found were too
far ahead of their time. And they reminded Jack of a young, WWII
pilot who’d dreamed of time travel.
The project was either amazing enough to stop, or an irresistible
trap for Jack—and her—if they knew about her. That was the other
kicker. They didn’t know what the other guys or gals knew. And with
time travel, knowing could be a moving target as time changed in
response to the interference.
“Don’t you ﬁnd it troubling they couldn’t get a test pilot?” Mel
asked. Unless that record had been erased.
“Testing experimental aircraft was—is risky. Pilots died. I’m sure
they had good reasons for not wanting to test this…Manta Ray. And
there was plenty of competition at the time,” Jack added. “Too
many planes, not enough pilots.”
They only had fragments of information about the plane. No
pictures had survived. But it was the engine that interested Granger
and Jack, Mel knew.
“Or someone sabotaged them,” Granger pointed out. “It
wouldn’t take much to get a whisper campaign going if someone
wanted to make sure it didn’t get tested and on any ofﬁcial record.”
The explosion and ﬁre certainly supported that contention. But
which had they been after? The plane or its engine? Could have
been both, she thought with a silent sigh.
She turned back her board, her gaze very reluctantly ﬁnding the
small news item no one had wanted to add there. But it was what
they did, no matter how bizarre.
“The ofﬁcial record says President Eisenhower had a
toothache,” she murmured. The headline popped out as if to mock
her: Dateline February 20, 1954. President Dwight Eisenhower Meets With
Two Extraterrestrials. Just looking at it made her eye twitch faster and
her head hurt more.
“It does,” Granger agreed.
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“Whatever happened that night,” Jack said, “Merriweather
disappeared. His daughter was killed. And most of his research was
destroyed.”
What had happened that night? Had Merriweather been relo‐
cated by the time-tampering time travelers? Or had he run away
because of his daughter’s death?
“If it had worked—” Mel stopped.
“I only saw preliminary drawings of the engine, but if it did
what I think he was trying to do? The space program would look
completely different,” Granger said. “We might already be on
Mars.”
She spun around. “But…aliens?”
Both men shrugged. It was Jack who responded. “Someone trav‐
eling from the future could easily make themselves appear to be
alien.”
And they had evidence someone—other than them—was trav‐
eling through time, possibly from the future, but they could be from
now, since it had been current-to-this-time tech they’d attempted to
plant in World War II.
“I don’t think the President met with aliens,” Granger said, yet
again, “but it’s an anomalous event within the time frame that is
triggering our machines.”
She shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans. An anom‐
alous event? That was classing a rumor up a bit.
“You know that you have to—” Mel began, because she felt he
still didn’t get it. How could he not get how freaking hard time
travel was?
“Jump into a vortex without a parachute,” Granger said. A
slight, satisﬁed smile twitched the edges of a mouth that was full and
rather sensual. “And if something goes wrong, I could end up lost in
time. Or dead.”
Yeah, he thought the idea sounded fun until he was looking
down that vortex and having to step off the edge into nothing. His
conﬁdence made her want to shake her head, but the decision had
been made long ago, perhaps even a timeline or two ago. And the
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clock was ticking. If Granger was right, and if everything went
perfectly, they’d be just in time.
She shrugged and sighed. Boys and their time travel aspirations.
“Let’s do it then,” she said.
Get your copy of Just in Time (An Out of Time Story)! Also
available in audio and print!

BACK TO THE BIG UNEASY

This series was supposed to happen around the same time as my
early work and my Lonesome Lawmen series. Instead, I lost my
agent and a proposed contract with an editor. Why, you ask? Well,
this was the project she and my editor loved, loved, loved, but
wanted me to change, change, change more than I felt comfortable
with.
It was a painful leap of faith to say no at that time. I’m glad I
held out because this series would have gone in a different direction
and I like this one better.
Reading order:
The Big Uneasy Series:
Relatively Risky (1)
Family Treed (A Big Uneasy Short Story)
Dead Spaces (2.0)
Louisiana Lagniappe (3.0)
Worry Beads (4.0)
Everything but Worry Beads can be read together in:
The Big Uneasy Bundle

RELATIVELY RISKY

When an aspiring illustrator attracts the attention
of a New Orleans mob family, and secrets long
hidden are unearthed from the past, a handsome
homicide detective may be her only chance of
surviving the Big Easy.

The oldest of thirteen, Alex Baker does two things: he solves
murders and avoids children. Until the day Nell Whitby foils a
carjacking, knocks Alex off his feet and turns his life upside down.
When the shots start ﬂying and every rock he turns over reveals
another wise guy, Alex decides he needs to stick close to the quirky
yet captivating children’s book author while he discovers who is
behind a series of mob hits. But can he resist the urge to kiss the kid
magnet now in the crosshairs?
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A relative newcomer to New Orleans—with no family but her
college friend—Nell spends her days in seeming obscurity, sketching
tourists in the French Quarter and serving canapés for her friend’s
catering business. When a chance encounter makes Nell the target
of a mob hit, the only silver lining is meeting the cute cop who is
determined to protect her.
But when she ﬁnds herself at the head of a second line made up
of goons and gangsters, and secrets start bubbling up out of her
own past, Nell must ﬁgure out what she's made of so she can live
long enough to kiss the cop again…
Dive into the ﬁrst installment in a series reviewers are "grinning
and loving” and grab Relatively Risky today!

After 18 years in New Orleans, the hubs and I left the Big Easy,
courtesy of a company transfer. The thing about New Orleans, it
doesn’t let you completely leave. It lingers in your mind. And yeah,
in your taste buds. You ﬁnd yourself trying to ﬁnd food as good and
to inhale those rich, distinctive scents.
I went back to New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina and it
almost broke my heart. Before Katrina, as soon as you stepped out
of the breezeway at the airport, you knew you were back. That ﬁrst
time back, it didn’t look or smell like home. The airport was a dank,
shadowy, scary place.
I wasn’t sure I wanted to keep going back because it didn’t feel
like home anymore. But we did. Several times. Some places are
gone forever, but the spirit of New Orleans survives and even
thrives. Katrina isn’t the ﬁrst time the city has faced disaster and
made a comeback.
I also didn’t expect to write about New Orleans again but a
friend of mine found a partial story that I wrote for my long gone
agent. When the agent and I parted ways, I shelved the story to
write. My friend emailed me and asked me about the partial,
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wondered if I had more. I hunted around on my computer and
found it, opened it, started reading…
…and started remembering.
It felt like New Orleans just reached out and gave me that old
familiar hug, one ﬁlled with scents and sights and sounds like
nowhere else on Earth (okay, I don’t know that but it feels like it’s
true).
And I knew that I needed to ﬁnish what I’d started all those
years ago. There were some challenges, not the least, how Katrina
had changed the city that care forgot. And I take lousy notes when
I’m writing, so I had to try to ﬁgure out, try to remember what I’d
meant to write. And then what I should write. As always, my charac‐
ters got involved and surprised me. It was also new for me because I
knew that it was going to be a series going in, stories not just about a
city I learned to love, but about a family. A big family. My Baker’s
Dozen. My Big Uneasy.
The other story-behind-the-story of this book is what it wouldn’t
be if my agent hadn’t decided we needed to part ways.
It’s possible that the book I would have written back then would
have been more marketable (by New York) standards. I will never
know. I do know that I’m glad I waited to write this book.
I think I needed to learn what it means to miss New Orleans—
and to learn the writing lessons from writing my Project Enterprise
series—to write Relatively Risky.
I think it’s a better book than it would have been had I written it
ten years ago. I’m grateful to that agent for realizing that our goals
for my career didn’t mesh and moving on. She did the right thing
for both of us.
So, what felt at the time like a door hitting me in the face, was
actually one of those windows opening onto great opportunities. I
just had to get far enough out that window to realize it.
What others have said about Relatively Risky:
"With just the right amount of detail, Jones hits it out of the
park and leaves readers wanting more. I love how well-developed
the characters were and that the story was addictive. Can't wait for
more!” A Girl and Her Kindle
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"Readers of romantic suspense novels will certainly not go
wrong if they take a trip to New Orleans with Relatively Risky!”
LASR
"Jones’ writing style is unique: a strong dose of noir balanced
with humor and witty dialogue." Midwest Book Review
"Grinning and loving it, RELATIVELY RISKY by creative
talent Pauline Bard Jones is a hoot! Humorous dialogue, rapid
pacing, lovable characters and a no-holds-barred setting in New
Orleans make a perfect storm of a book. Add a few evil villains to
ﬁght and you have a read that can not be put down. Eagerly
awaiting the next volume in The Big Uneasy saga." SingleTitles
"Set in New Orleans with lots of mystery and intrigue that keeps
circling back to unassuming Nell. Enough romance to keep me
interested in where it was going for Nell and Alex to keep me
turning the pages." Romance Junkies
Dive into the ﬁrst installment in a series reviewers are "grinning
and loving” and grab Relatively Risky today!

1ST CHAPTER - RELATIVELY RISKY

When Alex Baker felt the cold gun barrel press against the back of
his neck he knew a bad night had just gotten worse. New Orleans at
night was always a walk on the wild side, but when the moon was
full, wild got super sized. The crazies came out, the bullets ﬂew, and
the emergency rooms ﬁlled up with the bloodied and the bowed.
When he already had the best view of the city’s worst, working
Homicide for the New Orleans Police Department, it wasn’t a good
idea to piss off a mayoral aide, cuz the view was worse at night.
Thank goodness it was his last night shift, at least until he pissed off
someone else. It had felt like everyone was taking potshots at
everyone else the whole damn night. The homicide rate had never
been great, but it had gotten worse since Katrina. If something
didn’t change, the City Council really would move to reclassify
bullet holes as a natural cause of death, just to improve the stats for
tourists. Starting to feel like it didn’t matter how many people lived
in New Orleans, just how many died.
Nights like this, he wondered why he didn’t ﬁnd some quiet little
town where only wildlife got shot at. But the Big Easy had moved
into his head and his heart and worse, it set a good table. His
stomach rumbled a reminder that it had been a long time since its
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last feeding. No question the food wooed the taste buds, wined,
dined, and entertained them. Lured a body like those sirens in the
legends. Even when he hated the city, he loved it. If the devil had a
home here and in hell, he’d live here, no question about it. Except
in August, when hell was cooler.
In the quiet semi-dark, with morning just starting to lighten the
horizon, he’d turned onto the narrow street where home, breakfast
and bed waited. As usual, cars haphazardly crowded both sides of
the street, ﬁtting in where they could and where they shouldn’t.
Parking in New Orleans required patience, ingenuity and a huge
pile of luck. Sometimes he’d be driving along, spot a great parking
place, and feel this overwhelming urge to grab it because it was
there. Alex had known he was running out of patience, was prob‐
ably out of luck. This time of the morning no one was likely to clear
as space just because he needed it. They were all sleeping something
off in their beds. He should have taken the front fence down a long
time ago so he could park on the lawn, but Zach insisted a white
picket fence was a chick magnet. A guy really didn’t want his dad
saying chick magnet, let alone having one in the yard.
He’d passed his house, wondering if he was going to be doomed
to drive around until one of the college students across the street
had to go to class, but as he passed a cross street, he’d spotted half a
space just around the corner. It was by a hydrant, but the parking
Nazis weren’t out this early, and he could get his dad to move his
truck later. He pulled in, got most of his truck off the street, if he
didn’t mind blocking the sidewalk. He didn’t. The dividing line
between street and sidewalk was more imagined than real anyway.
He’d shut off the engine and thrust open the door, anxious to get
unconscious as soon as possible. Should have known better. Should
have kept an eye on his surroundings. Which was why the stinking
little piece of crap got the drop on him, down shifting his night from
bad to worse.
“Get out real slow with your hands where I can see ‘em, mother
—” The pressure of the gun against his neck eased some, as if the
perp couldn’t point and talk at the same time.
Alex rolled his eyes at the spate of unoriginal swearing. The
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education system was so screwed up, it was depressing. Kids couldn’t
even swear good and had nothing better to do than try to jack a
detective who’d spent the night knee deep in bodies.
“Keep your cool,” Alex said, more for himself than the kid, as
his temper tried to slip tired’s leash. Making sure both hands were
visible, he slid out and turned around. The kid was as small as he
sounded and looked like he was on the downside of a high. Prob‐
ably looking to trade Alex’s wheels for a trip back up. Man, the
guys’d really roast him if he got jacked by a kid too young to shave.
“Shut up and give me your wallet and keys!” The kid practically
foamed at the mouth as another round of ﬁlth poured out.
At his age, Alex hadn’t known half that many cuss words. And
when he got caught saying the ones he knew, his head had been
down in the sink eating soap. If he shoved a bar down the kid’s
throat? Probably be called police brutality and get him a sit down
with IAD.
“Life’s not fair,” his dad would say about now. “But it’s always
interesting, bubba.”
And about to get more so, Alex realized. The swearing, while
tiresome, had drowned out the unlikely ﬁgure on a bicycle bearing
down on them both. She was hunched over the handles, an intent
scowl on a face that was ordinary, but not in a bad way. Her feet
pumped hard on the pedals, as she steered around the numerous
potholes and bumps that pockmarked the street. Her eyes were
narrow slits and her hair stuck out around her head like a ragged,
brown halo.
Alex sure hoped she didn’t plan to ram the little crap while he
had a gun pointed at him—oh yeah, she meant to. As if the kid
sensed her incoming, he started to turn.
“Here, catch.” Alex tossed his keys high in the air. No surprise
the kid followed the shiny object. Or that he stepped back to catch
them. The front wheel of the bike caught the kid in the butt and
sent him running forward, right into Alex’s waiting ﬁst. He crum‐
pled into an untidy heap, though a ﬁnal hand twitch ﬁred the gun.
Alex’s driver’s side window exploded into ﬂying shards of glass.
And took his insurance rates with it.
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Alex mentally deployed a few swear words. Didn’t have time to
say them as the bike and its rider skidded sideways. No way she’d
regain control. Alex jumped forward, tried to catch her. Instead, he
got tangled in the bike. Gravity weighed in but not on his side.
Damn, he didn’t remember the pavement being that hard. The
front wheel spun against the side of his face through two rotations
before he untangled a hand and stopped it. He turned his head and
found himself nearly nose to nose with the rider. It was a nice nose.
Short but straight and set neatly between her eyes. They were nice,
too. He’d spent the night ﬁelding angry looks. Didn’t mind the nice
change of gaze. They were a warm brown and…he tipped his head,
trying to ﬁnd the right description, and settled for nice. They were
nice. She smelled better than all of his perps. That wasn’t surprise.
He noticed her lips were pursed, which sent his thoughts down a
kissing side path. If he hadn’t been so tired, he wouldn’t have
thought about kissing her, of course—
As if on cue, she licked her lips, kick-starting something deep in
his gut. Maybe he’d spent too long on the bench after his divorce.
He blinked, a bit hazily, and realized she was engaged in a counter
scrutiny. Her curious, oddly innocent gaze intersected his and she
blinked, lashes thick as a hair brush sliding down, then up again.
Despite the intrusion of the bike they were as intimately entangled
as lovers. Shouldn’t have thought that. His breathing stuttered.
“Are you all right?” Voice matched the eyes.
“I’m ﬁne.” His voice was on the husky side, but she wouldn’t
know that. His gaze drifted to her mouth again. Wasn’t a kiss a time
honored thank you for a rescue? Did sharing her crash count as a
rescue? His conscience kicked. “Are you okay?”
Her eyes widened. The mouth curved up. “Yes, thank you.
Though…”
Apparently oblivious to his snarled thoughts, she untangled her
legs from her bike and from him, wincing a bit in the process, and
scrambled up.
He lifted the bike to the side. His nerve endings started sending
an inventory of which parts hurt and how much. Gravity, as if
sensing his desire to escape, tightened its grip. When he turned forty
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earlier this year, he’d decided it was time to quit slamming his body
against the ground, hard objects and other people. It was getting
embarrassing how long it took him to get up. Didn’t remember it
hurting that much when he was younger. That’s why he’d applied
for a transfer to Homicide. Life had a way of bringing you full circle
—not to mention reemphasizing its most painful lessons. Lessons
like, you can run but you can’t hide. And quit banging yourself
against the ground, idiot brain.
He ignored the hand she held out to him and fought gravity
until he got both legs under him. He crouched and ﬂipped the kid,
cuffed him, then checked his pulse. He’d live to carjack again. Might
even live long enough to be old enough to drive what he stole. He
secured the perp’s weapon and then went to right the bike. He gave
it a roll forward—seemed to be all right. Not too bent out of shape.
Something ironic in that thought, but he was too tired to ﬁgure it
out. He deployed the stand, wondered what she was doing out so
early, turned to ask, and found her staring at the handcuffs. Then
she looked at him, her eyes a bit wide.
Some color scored his cheeks. “I’m a cop.”
“Oh. Right.” Her grin was a bit sheepish as she held up his keys.
Alex’s lips twitched, too tired to manage a grin. “Nice catch.”
“I’ve always had good eye-hand coordination. I kick butt at
Mario Kart.”
Maybe that’s where she got the idea to ram the little piece of
crap. He opened his mouth to tell her she should conﬁne her
ramming to games but stopped. Sounded too much like something
his old man would say. She grinned, as if she knew, then turned to
check her bike herself.
He was a guy, so he studied the rear view. A bit of skin
showed where her top and calf-length pants didn’t quite meet.
Her pants fit fine over a nicely formed caboose—she kicked her
bike stand and swung a leg over. The scuffed cowboy boots were a
surprise, but not as much as the realization she was going to just
ride away.
“You can’t leave,” he protested. “You’re a witness. I’ll need a
statement—”
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“I have to go to work.” She dug in a pocket, extracted a battered
card and held it out.
Alex accepted it, but that didn’t stop him from trying again as
she lifted a foot to a pedal with clear intent to push off. “I can call
your employer and explain—”
Her smile silenced him. The grin had been engaging, but the
smile—had he thought her ordinary? He blinked. Tried to
remember what he’d meant to say, but before he could she said,
“You can’t call the muse. It calls you.”
He should stop her, would have if he’d shot the kid. Instead, he
watched her go. Caboose looked even better straddling the bike.
When she’d pedaled from sight, he extracted his cell and rallied the
troops, before looking down at the card she’d given him.
By Whitby.
Then in smaller print, her name—Eleanor Whitby—and other
relevant details, next to what looked like a tiny vegetable, only with
eyes, nose and huge teeth. Opposite that, in fancy script he read….
“Alfonse the artichoke?” Alex rubbed his aching head.
“Alfonse? The artichoke? The Alfonse? That’s so sick!” The
groggy carjacker lifted his head. Alex looked at him, both brows
arched, and the kid said in a defensive rush, “Dude. Alfonse is
happening.” He looked down the street with a look that was almost
awe. “Was that Whitby? I was sure he was a dude.”
Alex gave a brief summary to dispatch and rang off.
“I got knocked on my ass by Whitby.”
Apparently he missed the part where his chin connected with
Alex’s ﬁst. But he’d be less likely to ﬁle a complaint with IAD if he
blamed her, so Alex let it pass.
“Wow. She was kinda sick.”
Alex shook his head. So the carjacker had a crush on the arti‐
choke author. Just when he thought New Orleans had gotten as
weird as it could get. They should call this place the Big Uneasy.
“She gave you her card? Could I get her address—”
“You have the right to remain silent. I’d suggest you exercise this
right until you’re in the presence of your lawyer or I might just
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forget I’m a good cop and kick your skinny ass up over your pointy
head.”
When Alex ﬁnally got clear of the crime scene—something that
took way longer than it should have—and made it into his house, he
found his dad sitting at the kitchen table, the Times-Picayune spread
out in front of him.
“You know they are going to quit printing that, don’t you? You’ll
have to go online to get your news.” Alex was pretty sure the neigh‐
borhood wouldn’t mind missing his dad in his ratty robe collecting
the newspaper every morning, but he didn’t say so. He’d outstripped
his dad in height but the old man could still take him down. And if
that stare meant what Alex thought it did, he’d have heard the shot.
He sighed. Couldn’t stop shifting from one foot to the other. “I’m
ﬁne.” Dad eyebrows arched, still packed a punch, even sprouting
white and gray. “Truck needs a new window.”
And his temper needed an adjustment. Sleep should take care of
that, though it would be harder to get to sleep now that the sun was
fully up. He gave the rays streaming in the window a baleful look,
which didn’t faze it at all.
“I know someone who can ﬁx it cheap, bubba.” Zachariah
Baker called all his sons bubba.
It was faster than working his way through all seven names until
he hit on the right one. His six daughters, Alex’s half sisters, were all
“honey,” except for the youngest, who was “baby,” in spite of her
shiny new law degree. Alex wasn’t that fond of lawyers, but he could
see value of having one in the family.
“Fixing it cheap would be good.” Especially with his insurance
rates about to take another hike.
Satisﬁed, Zach returned to his newspaper. Alex removed his gun
and stowed it in the same locked cabinet that had been his dad’s.
Zach had started out as a street cop with the NOPD and had
managed to make it to retirement with his integrity intact, no mean
feat in the scandal-ridden police department of the past. A hair
shorter than Alex, he was a bulky, large-boned man’s man with a
weather-beaten face and gray hair. He’d married and buried two
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wives. Signs number three might be incoming, now that his thirteen
children, his Baker’s dozen, were grown and mostly gone.
Alex considered his current residence at home a temp situation,
though his divorce had gone through four years ago. It hadn’t been
a surprise when the ex served him the papers. Knew she didn’t
believe him when he told her he’d raised enough kids. Women. How
could she look at this place and not believe?
The kitchen looked like it had been scoured out by gale force
winds—something not far from the truth. Couldn’t funnel thirteen
kids through a room for that many years without leaving a mark.
The long, bruised table was the same one that used to be as crowded
—and as noisy—as a bird’s nest at feeding time. Mornings, which
he still didn’t like, were spent racing from open mouth to open
mouth, shoving food into them in a vain attempt to close them all.
Feeding was followed by the mad, whine-intensive scramble to ﬁnd
schoolbooks and lunches and get everyone out the door and off to
school. And then getting out the door, too. Zach must have been
there sometimes. Not even he could work all the time, but it never
seemed to make any difference.
“Anything interesting in the news?” he asked. His body might be
ready to get prone, but his brain was still too active.
Zach folded a section of the newspaper and shoved it toward
Alex, opened a new section. Alex settled in opposite and studied the
headlines without taking anything in.
“Rough night?”
Alex shrugged. “Had better. Had worse.”
“Shouldn’t bring your work home with you.”
Alex glanced up, not sure why he felt defensive. Not like he
planned it. He rubbed his face tiredly as his stomach rumbled insis‐
tently. “Want some eggs or something?”
Zach shook his head. “Leslie’s picking me up. Doing breakfast
bar at Shoney’s.”
“Do I need to start looking for an apartment?” Alex had no
problem with his dad remarrying. He’d spent plenty of years alone,
not through lack of persistent effort. What woman wanted to take
on thirteen children or risk increasing that number?
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“You wouldn’t have to move out. House is plenty big, bubba.”
Not that big. Alex realized his dad was looking at him with an
unusually intent expression.
“What?”
“Leslie has this friend—”
Alex pushed his chair back and stood up. “No.”
“You need to get out, bubba. It’s been a long time since the
divorce—”
“I’m going to bed.” He was not going on a freaking double date
with his dad. He stomped down the hallway to the bedroom,
stripped off his shoes, and sank onto the bed. He hurt all over and
his stomach was pissed off, but it would have to wait. He was too
tired to care. The sun poked through the blinds in several places,
just in case his brain didn’t know it was day. He buried his face in
the pillow, but that just shut off his air, not his thoughts. How could
he be this tired and not be asleep? He ﬁnally rolled over to stare at a
ceiling still sporting damage from the time he and his brothers tried
to play circus.
The muse. Eleanor Whitby must be an artist. They littered the
Quarter, hawking their wares to eke out a living. Only the little crap
perp had heard of her. He gave a shudder. Last thing he wanted was
to get mixed up with a woman who had anything to do with kids,
even if she did have nice eyes and a mouth that looked—he
dropped the card, rolled over and punched the pillow. She was a
witness. End of story.
Gave her chops for not looking the other way, even if she should
have. He’d have taken the perp down, of course, but it might have
been a bit messier. The kid had deﬁnitely pissed him off. She might
have saved him face time with IAD was his last thought as he ﬁnally
drifted off to sleep.

Dive into the ﬁrst installment in a series reviewers are "grinning and
loving” and grab Relatively Risky today!

DEAD SPACES

Be careful what you dig for…
A forensic surgeon in the New Orleans
Coroner’s Ofﬁce—and part of her dad’s
Baker’s Dozen—Hannah Baker thought she
knew where to dig, how and what to slice,
and when to walk away.
But when her big brother gets her
involved in the exhumation of a couple of
old cofﬁns, she realizes the past can’t be
ignored. Not when it’s been simmering up a
big pile of trouble for longer than Hannah’s born days.
Only New Orleans could produce a “Baked” gumbo of the
mob, shadowy ﬁgures from the past, annoying ﬁgures from the
present, murders, attempted murders, and a really cute detective
who is technically off limits on account of he’s her big brother’s
partner.
Good thing NOPD Detective Logan Ferris doesn’t know the
meaning of “off limits,” cuz once more the Big Easy is getting
mighty uneasy.
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Dive into the second installment in a series reviewers are "grin‐
ning and loving” and grab Dead Spaces today!

We write books for lots of reasons. Usually, there isn’t one this is
“why I wrote this book.” Which is why I have, and like, this feature.
I’m curious why authors write the books they write. And believe it
or not, I’m curious why I wrote a particular book. (You'd think I'd
know, wouldn't you?)
I tend to commit random acts of writing, even within the frame‐
work of a series. I never know what I’m going to write. Sometimes I
don’t even know who is going to be in the series. With my Baker’s
Dozen/The Big Uneasy Series, I know a Baker will be in there, but
which one? Yeah, that’s a mystery to me, too. But there was a...more
primary reason I wrote Dead Spaces
The ﬁrst reason I wrote Dead Spaces was to fulﬁll a promise to the
readers who bought Relatively Risky and possibly purchased "Family
Treed" (the short story that came after). I know the plot was tangled
and that no ends were neatly tied up. Obviously, I needed to do
something about that.
I’d always planned to make the series connected stories with a
different sibling featured in each book. And if the novels didn’t solve
everything, then I’d write short stories and novellas to ﬁll in. "Family
Treed" followed Relatively Risky fairly quickly.
And then Life Happened. It happens a lot on this blog and in
my life. So I left my readers hanging for a long time. I felt bad and
worried about it, but couldn’t do anything while Life was Happen‐
ing. But—in hindsight, the Muse is wise. I think the story needed the
time to percolate in the back of my brain. Because when I sat down
to ﬁgure the story out…
Something Happened.
Hannah Baker, the quiet, somewhat geeky oldest of the
daughters, appeared in my head and told me this story should be
hers and not any of the other characters under consideration.
What was even more interesting to me, she…appeared…to me
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almost fully formed. All I had to do was sit down and get to
know her.
I love it when that happens.
She had some strong opinions on how I should tell her story and
who would be her love interest. And some special challenges to over‐
come as the oldest of the daughters, but who also has SEVEN big
brothers. So her love interest had to be able to stand his ground.
Like, really really stand his ground.
So reason two for why I wrote this book? Hannah Baker made
me do it.
So, yeah, there are probably other underlying motives mixed in
there. I know I love writing about New Orleans, but the main
reasons were for my readers and Hannah made me. So that's why I
wrote Dead Spaces.
What Amazon Reviewers have said about Dead Spaces:
“Hold on to your hats because this is one fast ride. This was
such a fun read. I love how Ms. Jones captures the beat of New
Orleans and makes the city a character unto itself. She has a very
easy style that makes reading her books a comfortable experience
but still manages to keep you on your toes. I highly recommend this
one and I look forward to reading her next offering.”
“You have to love a character who's day job is being a coroner
and part-time night job is cutting prime rib for a caterer friend! Lots
of fun and New Orleans vibe! "Miz Cookie" you will need to read
about! Has the authentic feel of New Orleans you can only get from
someone who really knows the city! I love the "Sleeping Murder"
story! The most fun read of my summer! Don't miss out!”
“If you like suspense, go now and pick up a copy. It’s perfect for
summer reading and you’ll be singing Cajun Queen before you
know it!”
“What a fun read. I lived in New Orleans for several years and it
is a unique city with its own particular ﬂavor. It is fun to read a book
that uses the ﬂavor to add to the story.”
“Wise guys and dead guys, what a combination.”
Dive into the second installment in a series reviewers are "grin‐
ning and loving” and grab Dead Spaces today!

1ST CHAPTER - DEAD SPACES

The law ﬁrm of Leblanc, Fontenot, Miller, Robinson, and Hendry had a
long and somewhat infamous advocacy history. The Leblanc family
had founded the ﬁrm at the turn of century, forming an unholy
alliance with Zaﬁro. When Zaﬁro was helped out of existence by
Afoniki, Calvino and St. Cyr, the founding Leblanc had added part‐
ners so as to keep the tangled threads of the various “wise” interests
from crossing and causing him problems. That Leblanc’s son, and
then his son’s son, had stayed at the center of this web, helped main‐
tain the illusion of neutrality.
In their own way, the ﬁrm was honest. They held the affairs of
their clients as a sacred trust. Of course, it helped keep them honest
that their clients would have no hesitation in visiting swift vengeance
on them if they strayed from their crooked path. But beyond this
incentive, each of them found a kind of virtue in honoring the trust
reposed in them. Each partner was like a small country, with strict
borders that protected their clients, and only old Leblanc knew all
the threads and steered their company ship carefully between the
varied—and often conﬂicting—interests.
Until the murder of Phineas St. Cyr.
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This event that had caused him, the current senior Leblanc, to
steer the ﬁrm deliberately into stormy waters.
He hadn’t done it with malice, but there had been much fore‐
thought. In the years before St. Cyr’s death, the lawyer in him had
argued the case for and against this action—and the man could
admit to hoping that the choice would not come in his lifetime. Not
that he wished it on his son. Mostly he’d hoped it would pass them
by as not relevant. He’d not been quite sure which instinct would
prevail until the moment arrived.
When it did, and he’d made the inevitable and unwelcome deci‐
sion to honor that promise to his father and grandfather, he was left
wondering what the cost would be to himself. To the ﬁrm. To the
others in the ﬁrm. Had they known, had he known—but the law,
even his side of the law, was not about knowing. It was about
fulﬁlling contractual obligations. It surprised him to discover that at
heart he was a lawyer.
He’d acted as one, even if it might be against his own interests.
He hoped that he wasn’t burning his own house down. Perhaps it
would turn out to be a remodel of the existing structure, or possibly
a shedding of burdensome layers.
But it felt as if he’d set it aﬂame. Very like it. He shifted uneasily
as he considered this. His new client had been most unhappy with
the role the ﬁrm had played. Quite vocally unhappy.
Through the years, through his ofﬁces, had passed many of the
most dangerous, most unprincipled, evil—he didn’t like the word
because there was judgment in it, but it was the truth. Some of the
evilest of evil had sat in the chair across from him. All these years, so
many faces and he’d never, not even once, been afraid. Because in
the evil he’d known there had also been reason. There’d been logic
behind the evil.
Until now. This evil was not reasonable. Or logical. He was not
certain it was…competent. And it had something to prove. He did
not see how this could go well. And he’d unleashed it. Not just on
the ﬁrm, but on an…unsuspecting world. The main targets were, no
question, not innocent, but there would be collateral damage.
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Probably too much to expect God to have mercy on his soul.
He’d sold it so long ago.

An exhumation didn’t make a lot of bucket lists. Not that Hannah
Baker dared write her bucket list down. Life with many siblings had
taught her not to leave a paper trail if she could help it. And she
wasn’t sure she wanted a bucket list. It didn’t seem like a good idea
to have a list of things to do before she died when she worked in one
of the “dead spaces” of New Orleans—the Coroner’s Center—as a
forensic surgeon.
Might be more useful to make a list of things to do before she
got laid off. Whatever ongoing budget crisis was being experienced
by the various city departments, it was multiplied by a really big
number inside the NOCC.
Which meant she wouldn’t be paid for showing up on her day
off. She didn’t know whether to curse her curiosity or her “unbucket” list. Her gaze drifted to one of the four men who’d followed
the two cofﬁns inside.
Or she could blame her hi-jacked day off on her big brother.
Of course Alex shouldn’t be here, even if he was keeping behind
the chalk line she’d drawn on the ﬂoor. This particular exhumation
was a little too personal for her usually impersonal brother. No way
she’d let him contaminate the chain of evidence—assuming that the
two cofﬁns produced anything remotely evidential. After thirty years
in their crypts—New Orleans’ other dead space—that seemed
unlikely.
It wasn’t that unusual to have a couple of Bakers—in this
instance, three of them—cluttering up a crime scene. It was a bit
unusual to have them “Baking” the morgue—which was already
hot, thank you faulty air conditioning.
Both Alex and Ingrid—the third Baker present—were on duty
and getting paid. Not that Hannah was bitter. She’d left sibling
rivalry behind when she turned thirty. Still needed to work on not
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whining though. Hard habit to break when you worked in a whineone-one zone.
A couple of techs positioned the two cofﬁns on her side of the
chalk line, bits of debris still clinging to their surfaces, and set the
brakes on the wheels. The cofﬁns were in better shape than she’d
have expected after so long. Maybe there would be something
inside. Was it wrong of her to hope so?
Each tech picked a cofﬁn and went to work on the latches. This
gave Hannah time to study the non-dead people in the room. She
was used to having Ingrid, who worked in the Crime Scene Unit,
around now and again, and she was happy to have her sister on her
side of the chalk line. A little girl power never hurt. Alex showed up
less often in Hannah’s dead space. No one really wanted to be in the
NOCC—which was currently located in the back of an old funeral
home—even when they had to. His partner, Logan Ferris, lounged
next to Alex.
An invisible line of suspicion and aggression divided the two
cops from the two bad guys, also unfortunately present for the
occasion.
The wise cousins were Guido Calvino and Claude St. Cyr.
Hannah knew their presence was a Family thing more than a family
thing—the crypts from whence the cofﬁns came were family owned.
At this point no one knew who was interred in the caskets. Or not
interred in them. It was confusing enough to make her eye twitch.
She suppressed the twitch, because movement of any kind made her
sweat more.
Either family could have blocked the exhumation and she was
surprised they hadn’t. Apparently curiosity wasn’t limited to the
legal side of the situation. Instead they had both countered with a
demand for a family representative to be present when the cofﬁns
were opened. Alex would have said no and fought it all the way to
the DA. Truth was, the case was still open because no one could ﬁnd
the ﬁle. It was a loophole Alex had driven his new truck through. He
hadn’t expected the bad guys to come through it with him. Sucked
to be him right now.
Of the two bad guys, Guido was deﬁnitely the eye candy.
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Rugged everything, bad boy heir to a criminal empire currently run
by his great-uncle. Guido had a decent skull, his frontal nicely
balanced with his mandible. Acceptable frame, clavicles wide
enough to make his suit hang nicely, though he was a bit elegant for
her tastes. Might be the suit. Wouldn’t mind seeing him in jeans.
Dark coloring, probably from his Italian heritage. Most likely way to
die? Gunshot or explosion, though it would be a pity to blow him to
bits. It took her a few seconds to realize that, unlike a corpse, he
could look back. And was. With a look of amusement in his dark
eyes, his gaze met hers. She blinked, gave him an apologetic half
smile, and turned her attention to Claude St. Cyr.
And wished she hadn’t.
Claude looked like he could have crawled out of one of the
cofﬁns. The skin hung off a skull with a receding mandible and an
occipital begging to be bashed in. All his skeletal frame did was
make his suit hang oddly. Hard to see him as the new, big bad boss
of the St. Cyr crime family when he looked more like a creepy
accountant. There was a slight gleam of something in his pale gray
eyes. Hannah couldn’t tell if it was worry or anticipation. One
sensed he had the potential for evil. Now that he was the boss, he
might be ready to explore that part of himself.
Hannah shifted her attention back to the “good” side of the
room. And sighed.
Her brother’s physical presence overshadowed the two bad guys,
even the tallish Guido. He was a big big brother. Before his shoulders
got that broad, Alex had carried a lot of the parental weight of
looking after his younger siblings when their dad buried his second
wife. Hannah, as oldest of the second wave of children, had some
memories of her mom, but it was her big, dark-haired brother that
she remembered making her lunches and telling her the facts of life.
Pause for internal shudder at that memory. As always, she felt a
wave of love and frustration. It was not easy to keep him on the
other side of any lines. Didn’t matter that this was her space, not his.
He was the oldest and stood in for their dad more often than not
until Zach—they all called him Zach because Alex did—retired.
She felt his frustration, saw it in his body language—which
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spoke the volumes his mouth did not—as the techs struggled with
latches sealed over thirty years ago. If Alex could have gotten closer,
they’d probably pop open at a look. As far as Hannah knew, only
their dad could stand up to the Alex glare.
In stark contrast to Alex’s crossed arms and intense glare was his
very relaxed, almost-asleep-standing-up partner. Ferris, with his
slighter build, should be in Alex’s shadow as well but somehow
wasn’t. Beneath the lazy droop of his lids, his gaze was sharp. His
rangy frame might lack the brute force of Alex’s, but Logan Ferris
could move fast when he wanted, or needed, to. He’d earned Alex’s
respect—not easy to do—and their good cop/bad cop was
legendary within the NOPD.
Alex’s friends, at least the ones who’d watched her grow up, still
saw all of the Baker girls as his little sisters. Didn’t matter that
Hannah was the oldest little sister. Also didn’t matter how many
letters she accumulated after her medical degree—nothing quite like
being the geeky genius in the Baker family, she acknowledged a bit
wryly. If she’d accumulated them to prove something—well, she
hadn’t. She’d done it for herself—with maybe a little of trying-toget-daddy’s-attention in there—and because she couldn’t help it if
she vacuumed up knowledge.
Mostly it didn’t bother her that Alex’s friends couldn’t see the
grownup she’d become. Ferris was, for a reason she declined to
parse too closely, the exception. It wasn’t that she liked him or
anything. Not that she disliked him, but she didn’t like him. Besides,
he hadn’t watched her grow up. And he was younger than her by at
least three years. That disqualiﬁed him from seeing her as Alex’s
baby sister. A pity he hadn’t got that memo. He didn’t seem to
notice her not noticing him, so she felt free to direct a quick glare in
his direction. Annoying boy.
He did appear to be noticing Ingrid, who was a younger, cuter
version of Hannah, though also older than Ferris. If she hadn’t
moved on from sibling rivalry, that would have bothered her. Good
thing she’d moved on.
“That should do it, doc,” said one of the techs, arching a brow
and making a lifting motion with his hands.
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She shook her head—she didn’t want to pop the lids until the
two techs left. Leaks were impossible to stop, but she still felt a need
to try. She thanked them, waiting until the two men left before
nodding to Ingrid. They got on either end of one cofﬁn and, after a
brief struggle, forced the lid up. She wasn’t sure what she’d
expected, but it wasn’t—she blinked—this. She looked at her sister.
Her eyes were wide, too.
As one, she and Ingrid moved to the second cofﬁn and lifted its
lid. And stared. Hannah tried to think of something to say. These
were not the bodies she usually dug through. That meant the cofﬁns
just became Ingrid’s problem and she might get her day off back.
She gave her sister a “take it away” gesture, trying not to giggle.
Ingrid grabbed a camera, her lips twitching. Only then did
Hannah look at her brother.
“Well?” Patience was not really in Alex’s wheelhouse, though it
should be. As the eldest, he’d had a choice. Be awesomely awesome
at patience or totally suck at it. He’d opted for sucking. Didn’t seem
to regret it either.
She didn’t rub her chin. One didn’t when one worked in a
morgue. But she wanted to. Ingrid ﬁnished her photographs and
moved to the second cofﬁn. Even though it would have been enter‐
taining to see their faces, she didn’t invite them across the line.
Another lesson learned in family trenches: you’ll never get back
given ground.
“You wanna start collecting the, um, evidence?” Ingrid looked
up from her camera to ask. She gave a quick look at her watch.
Hannah opened her mouth to remind her that it was her day off
and that she hadn’t wanted to get sucked into this, but ran into
Ingrid’s hopeful look.
Hannah gave a nod that had a sigh in it and a lot of reluctance.
She’d prepped for what she’d assumed would be an autopsy, so she
was geared up enough to grab the nearest item. There was a faint
ripping sound as rotted fabric gave way. The “corpse” had appar‐
ently been secured on purpose in its, um, interesting pose. She held
it high so that the four men could see it. It stalled Alex’s next ques‐
tion. Four jaws went slack.
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Ferris recovered ﬁrst. “What is it?”
She turned it one way, then another, studying it for at least a
minute. “It’s a doll. Possibly a Barbie doll.” She rubbed the mildew
off the face with her thumb. “Malibu, I think.”
It was a bit embarrassing she knew this, but she did have ﬁve
sisters. And seven brothers. Yes, that was also embarrassing. She
ﬂicked a glance at the slack jaws and hoped Ingrid would get a shot
of that. Even their heads were angled the same direction. Felt a bit
like they’d wandered into a Saturday Night Live sketch when one
combined those looks with a naked doll that had been secured in a
cofﬁn in the mooning position.
As if he heard the thought—he’d developed a bit of parental
psychic power growing up—Alex’s jaw snapped closed. “What’s in
the other one?”
Hannah stepped to it and tugged at one of its “corpses.” More
ripping sound before she held it up. “I’m gonna guess this is Ken.
Three of them in this one.”
Were the dolls signiﬁcant or merely a curiously weird joke?
Hannah knew the story behind the cofﬁns, knew what was supposed
to have been buried in them. Phillip St. Cyr and Antonia Calvino,
two star-crossed lovers, slash, mob prince and princess, blown to bits
by person or persons unknown nearly three decades ago. Only they
hadn’t got blown up. They’d faked their own deaths and ﬂed to
Wyoming where they raised a daughter. That daughter, Nell Whitby,
had come to live in New Orleans. That wouldn’t have mattered if
she hadn’t looked like the ghost of her grandmother, Ellie Calvino.
This resemblance had launched an unfortunate series of events,
including a couple of murders and some attempts on her life. That
Alex was dating Nell, the long-lost granddaughter of two crime
families, added another level of complication to a situation weird
even by New Orleans standards.
It made Hannah’s head hurt thinking about the wheels within
wheels of the messy past—a past that seemed determined to take
out her day off.
The girlfriend was the other reason for keeping Alex on the
other side of that line. The sibs were divided on the wisdom of Alex
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dating someone related to two crime families. Divided on how bat
crap crazy it was, that is. Hannah thought he’d be in Wit-Sec by the
end of the year. Made it hard to warm up to Nell.
“Kens?” Alex looked and sounded incredulous. “Kens?”
Hannah studied Ken. “Could be Malibu, too, I suppose.” She
glanced at the other two.
“This one might be Superstar Ken. Looks like he was dressed
in a suit. Black. With some glitter.” Ingrid held up some rotting
black threads, a bit of dull sparkle along what could have been a
lapel.
Hannah released the last Ken from his bonds and studied him.
“Nothing left of his clothes but a tie. I think he’s a ringer, a fake.”
Ingrid blinked a bit. “Really?” She moved closer and studied the
alleged ringer. “It’s scary you know that.”
“You’re telling me,” Hannah muttered, her gaze moving
between the dolls. Someone had a dark sense of humor. She liked
that. But then she worked in a morgue. She frowned. Was the dirt
heavier—she rubbed at ringer Ken’s temple. “This one’s been—”
what did one call a doll wound? “It’s got a hole in the side of the
head. His temple.”
Did dolls have temples?
“So does this one.” Ingrid exchanged a look with Hannah, then
checked the last doll. “They all do. Except Barbie.”
“But—” Ferris stopped, most likely because he didn’t know what
to say. Or didn’t want to say it with the wise cousins still in the room.
It wasn’t a crime to disﬁgure and bury four dolls, though the
attempt to deceive might be. Hannah wasn’t clear on that. Didn’t
have to be. No human remains, not her problem. Obviously it had
been a crime to fake the deaths, but since they hadn’t killed anything
but some dolls, she ﬁgured that the statute of limitations had to have
passed a long time ago. As had the two people who were supposed
to have been buried in these caskets. Had Nell’s parents arranged
this before disappearing into new lives? She could make the case
both for and against a couple of teenagers thinking it up, but not
even a tiny one for them having the resources for this kind of hoax.
Someone back then had helped them, but who? And why? She’d
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have thought there’d been enough to do just to keep from really
dying.
Hannah looked at Claude, then Guido, mostly so she wouldn’t
look at Ferris looking at Ingrid. Claude’s pale gaze had widened a
little. Guido looked amused, possibly a bit relieved. The cofﬁns
predated him by a lot, so what did he have to be relieved about? Or
was he proxy relieved for his big bad great uncle, Bettino Calvino?
He knew what wasn’t in there, but what had he been afraid would be
in the caskets? Or was that who?
“Dolls?” Alex rubbed his face.
You’d think a guy with six sisters could wrap his brain around
the concept of a doll.
“Dolls.” Ferris echoed the word, only without the question
mark. With some reluctance, Hannah glanced at him. Of course,
he’d opted not to shave. That was usual. According to Alex, his
unmade bed look attracted girls like flypaper. The chin was prob‐
ably rough when—okay, not a place to go when it was already too
warm and she was draped in protective gear. She and Ferris? Never
going to happen. His type of gal didn’t dig through brains and
body parts. Besides, she usually made her bed. Not because she
was a neat freak. She needed it to function as a couch during
the day.
It was a pity there wasn’t a real dead body to distract her from
Ferris. She didn’t want to notice that he had good hair and teeth—
dark everything including the beard shadow. Ferris’ hair kind of
reminded her of Malibu Ken’s, which made her lips twitch. She
knew his sleepy gaze hid a decent brain that he didn’t always use for
good. She studied the line of his jaw, easy to do with the ﬁve o’clock
shadow. He’d make a pretty corpse but was much sexier breathing.
A guy most likely to be shoved out a window by an irate lover, she
decided. The thin, ﬁrm line of his mouth parted, then closed. The
look in his dangerous green eyes told her he’d had something to say
but had opted—again—not to say it.
Didn’t seem like anyone wanted to talk, so Hannah ﬁlled the
silence in a way that would hopefully clear the room. “Ingrid will
process the dolls and the caskets and she’ll make a list of the, er,
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contents.” She gave Ingrid a “jump in here anytime” look. “She’ll
let you know when…if what happens next.”
Her best guess was the dolls would be added to the ﬁle. If
someone found it. Then the DA would stamp it closed and move on
to the hundreds of other cases sitting on his desk. No one ever said
the Big Easy was easy.
“Will I receive a copy of the list?” Guido asked.
The guy did have a nice voice. And smile. It was a pity he was a
piece of evil crap.
“That’s for the lawyers and the DA to sort out,” Hannah said.
Another thing a gal learned growing up with twelve siblings, never
promise anything. Ever.
“You can be assured my lawyer will be in touch,” Claude said,
his voice as thin and cold as his frame.
Hannah blinked. Hadn’t really expected him to care. Maybe he
cared because Guido did? Still, he’d only recently ascended to head
of the St. Cyr empire. And he’d had to wait a long time for
someone to take out Phineas St. Cyr. Hannah had done the autopsy.
It had been yawningly uninteresting, considering he’d been one of
the infamous three wise geezers, the third being Aleksi Afoniki. A
single shot to the temple was a boring way to die—Hannah blinked,
her gloved thumb rubbing the wound in Ken’s noggin. Three wise
guys. Three Kens. But only one dead wise guy, she reminded herself.
She gave a mental shake and looked at her unwelcome guests.
She gave a pointed look at her watch. “Since we’re done
here…” She threw in her “I can autopsy you” look. That got them
moving toward the door. Alex and Ferris pretended to follow, then
shut the door when they were on the other side.
“You’ll search thoroughly?” Alex asked.
Ingrid looked at Hannah and rolled her eyes.
“No,” Ingrid said. “I’d planned to do a crappy job. Jeez, Alex.
Check the big brother crap at the door.”
“Preferably the other side of the door,” Hannah added.
Ferris laughed, his gaze admiring as it rested on Ingrid. Why
didn’t Ingrid get the little sister treatment? And how sad was it to
feel—well, it wasn’t jealousy because she wasn’t, but something
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enough like it to be annoying. To distract herself, Hannah set down
the Ken, popped the Barbie’s head off and looked inside. Empty as
Hannah’s love life. Not even a brain to dig through.
“This is a message,” Alex insisted. “Just—”
“Go away, Alex,” Hannah said. She didn’t look at Ferris, but she
knew he looked at her, and she wondered how she knew that and
what he saw, then was glad she didn’t know when she noticed out of
the corner of her eye that he’d grinned. It was a nice grin. A pity
they couldn’t be friends. That was probably a guy rule, right after:
don’t date a dude’s sister.
“Come on, Alex.” Ferris grabbed his arm. After a moment of
resistance, Alex followed him out. Though he paused and looked
back.
“Be careful.”
Hannah held the Barbie up, bare tush out. “Kiss my—”
The door swung closed. Hannah laughed, then turned around.
Met Ingrid’s gaze. She looked at the headless doll in her hand, then
the doll Ingrid held. Three Kens and one stark naked Barbie. Her
thoughts drifted back to the three wise guys. Hadn’t Alex said some‐
thing about the three wise geezers, well, they weren’t geezers then,
but the three of them competing for Ellie Calvino back in the day
before she married Bettino Calvino? And that possible coercion had
been applied to get her to marry him? Hannah shivered at the
thought of being forced to marry one of those creepy boys. Maybe
there was an upside to digging through brains. Even the bad guys
steered a wide path around her.
“A message?” Ingrid cast her doll a dubious look.
“Could be a lot of things.” Hannah sighed, then wished she
hadn’t when beads of sweat popped out along her upper lip. She
tugged off one layer of protective gear.
“If it was a message, I wonder who it was meant for?”
Before Hannah could respond, Ingrid’s phone went off. She
pulled it out and looked at it.
“Gotta suspicious death in City Park. Outside in August. Jeez
fricking Louise. They could at least do their killing inside where it’s
cool. Would you mind bagging and tagging the dolls for me? I’ll get
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someone to collect all this crap later.” She followed the question up
with another one of the sister looks.
Which just went to show how good deeds got punished. Some‐
times really fast.
She sighed, which Ingrid took for a yes.
“You’re the best.”
Ingrid stripped off her gloves and tossed them in the trash. She
eased the door open, grinned back. “I’ll email you the photos as a
thank you. I got the best shot of them all with their jaws slack. It’s
epic.”
Hannah had to grin then, though it still had some wry in it. At
least there didn’t seem to be much in the cofﬁns. How sad was it that
she was sorry there wasn’t a moldy old body for her to puzzle over?
Yeah, that would be why she spent most of her Friday nights at
home watching CSI shows on NetFlix.
It felt a bit weird to be alone with the cofﬁns and the dolls. Were
there any horror movies with killer dolls? There was a good reason
she didn’t watch horror movies, she decided, glancing around the
suddenly too quiet room. She rubbed at the hole in the side of the
doll head. Was this a message? Or a teenaged joke? They’d all been
secured in place. The three Kens lined up like corpses. And Barbie?
That she’d been secured in the mooning position did seem like a
message. Had they thought the cofﬁns would be opened sooner? Or
had it been meant as a private joke?
She lined the dolls up on the table usually reserved for human
bodies, and began her search of the cofﬁns’ interiors. Bagged a few
dead bugs and some of the dust. Never knew. Maybe someone
would shake loose some money so they could parse the dirt, investi‐
gate this like they did on TV. Yeah, and Elvis was gonna walk
through the door any minute now.
The Ken cofﬁn netted lots of dirt and a Ken loafer that she
almost missed. Why was it always one shoe that went missing? The
surface under the lining was hard, even where a body usually lay.
Maybe they didn’t pad cofﬁns. It’s not like a corpse needed soft. She
lifted the rotting fabric as much as she could without ripping it
more. Looked like some kind of stone under there, possibly to
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weight the cofﬁns so they’d feel properly heavy. Ingrid was gonna
have a cow when she saw them if she had to catalog them all.
She shifted attention to the Barbie cofﬁn. Bricks under the
lining, too, or so it seemed. She felt along the sides until her hand
bumped something hard. She shifted the debris carefully aside. A
ring had been tucked—or fallen?—between the side and the
bottom. She grabbed her cell phone and took a couple of shots,
then extracted it. She rubbed enough grime off to see that it looked
to be a fairly cheap version of a high school class ring. She held it up
to the light, felt a rising unease as the school initials became visible.
It was her dad’s high school insignia, one of the smaller, private high
schools in the area. She put it under a magnifying glass, and saw,
barely legible through the dirt, some words engraved on the inside.
It was just a coincidence. Had to be. Was it possible to pull prints off
it after all this time? She bumped up the magniﬁcation and gently
blew off as much debris as she could.
Charles Evans Baker.
She leaned against the table to support knees that all the sudden
felt weak. How had her Uncle Charlie’s high school ring ended up
in a cofﬁn buried almost twenty years after he’d disappeared?

“Do you think it’s some kind of message?” Alex said broodingly.
Ferris stopped next to Alex, just outside on the loading ramp, in
the shadow of the big freezer trucks where the bodies were stored.
The air was hot and thick, but despite being an alley, it smelled
better than inside the NOCC. He glanced at his partner and
resisted the urge to shake his head. Love was kicking Alex’s rear. He
was so far up the river denial, he needed an airlift rescue. And if he
wanted to get punched out, he’d tell Alex that. Since he was consti‐
tutionally opposed to getting punched, Ferris considered Alex’s
question instead.
“Yeah, sure.” Seemed to Ferris it was a pretty succinct message:
kiss this, jerks. With maybe a touch of: your turn is coming. That
made him frown a bit. Been a long time coming. Those cofﬁns had
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been interred a long time ago. Pretty private message. Or inside
joke. Really inside joke.
“Three wise guys. One girl. What if Ellie Calvino helped her
daughter and the St. Cyr kid get away and that’s why…”
Ferris had heard bits of the story. Though Ellie Calvino had
been listed as missing for thirty-some years, the conventional
wisdom was that her loving husband had her put down quietly.
Bettino did have some experience in making inconvenient people go
missing permanent-like. As did Aleksi Afoniki and the late, unla‐
mented Phineas St. Cyr. Way the story went, the three had
competed for her hand, Bettino had won, then had buyer’s remorse.
What Ferris found interesting is that one of the two losers hadn’t
killed Ellie quicker for the crime of not picking them. Neither of
them were what you’d call good losers. The three wise geezers had
been a huge, stinking pile of brown stuff before they became
geezers. A pile that didn’t seem that much smaller since St. Cyr got
his well-deserved bullet to the brain last month.
If Ellie Calvino had survived, she’d be on his suspect list, but it
was St. Cyr’s widow who was out on bail for the hit on her husband.
Sounded like they had a solid case, too, even if the hired shooter’s
brain had short circuited a bit after his arrest.
As he recalled, the sorta geeky Hannah had been the one to dig
the bullet out of St. Cyr’s skull. Why did he ﬁnd that kind of sexy?
He’d had a thing for smart girls since high school. He liked it when
she turned her analytical gaze on him. Just wish it stayed longer.
Holy Hannah. Pity a partner’s sisters were off limits. Especially
when his partner had so many of them. All blonde and all easy on
the eyes. It was Hannah who tested his self control, though. So far
he’d managed to keep it. He didn’t want to get punched. Alex had
been wanting to punch someone since people started shooting at his
girlfriend. Pity Calvino or St. Cyr hadn’t given him an opening.
Dude needed to feel better, even if it wouldn’t last.
While Nell did nothing for Ferris, he could see why she had
Alex’s wheels spinning. They both had that look couples got when
love whacked them upside the head. He wasn’t one to wish
marriage on a bubba but dude, it was coming, with or without the
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wishing. He’d wish Alex luck if Nell weren’t related to two mob
families. Okay, he did wish him luck. The guy was gonna need it.
Why, he wondered, did Alex care if Ellie Calvino helped them
or not, other than her being Nell’s grandmother. Man, the guy was
up to his eye balls in crap. He needed to step back and take a
breath. Use his brain. Ferris would have told him that—which
brought him back full circle to not wanting to get punched. He
looked speculatively at Alex. On the other hand, maybe he was
distracted enough to not notice Ferris chatting up his little sister. If
the other sister hadn’t been in there, he might have made an excuse
to stroll back in—
Alex’s cell shrilled. He answered with a curt, “Baker.” Then his
eyes widened. He lowered his arm, a frown forming on his face.
“What?” Ferris knew that look. Someone had died, but a
someone whose death made the world a better place.
Alex rubbed his face. “Someone popped Bettino Calvino.” He
made a gun with his hand and pointed at his temple, then added,
“In City Park.”
So why the frown— Ferris stopped. “Don’t tell me we’re Guido’s
alibi?”
Alex’s frown deepened to a scowl. “One of these days, he’s
going to give me an excuse to hit him.”
“Be better to arrest him,” Ferris pointed out mildly. Ingrid Baker
was on duty, so that meant she’d have to go to the scene, leaving
Holy Hannah all alone…
“I need to talk to Nell, hopefully before this hits the news.”
Ferris looked at his watch. “Lunch hour?” He cast a speculative
glance back at the NOCC. “Why don’t you pick me up back here?”
Alex arched his brows. “Body’s gonna end up here. Maybe I’ll hear
something.”
Alex nodded an okay. “Want me to bring you something?”
“I’ll ﬁgure something out,” Ferris said easily, pulling the door
open as Alex headed for their wheels. He didn’t rush retracing his
steps. In the park with the gun. In the head, too. Like the Kens. Did
that mean Afoniki was next in line to get his? A guy could hope.
And wonder why it had taken so long…
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Guido Calvino found it easy to let Claude—clod—get ahead of him.
Four bodyguards waiting outside? Claude probably thought it made
him look powerful, not scared of his own shadow. He’d waited too
long for power. Should have taken the old man out years ago. It had
been obvious to everyone that Phineas St. Cyr had neither feared
nor respected the spare heir.
St. Cyr had liked to think of himself as the “gentleman” maﬁa
king. Guido could admit to wondering why his Uncle Bettino hadn’t
moved on St. Cyr. He’d been the weakest of the three—his thoughts
stalled.
This Ken is a fake, a ringer.
Another day, Guido might have been intrigued with the idea,
but St. Cyr was dead. A clod was now in command of his empire. If
—if there had been some sort of agreement between Bettino,
Afoniki and St. Cyr, it would be void, would it not? Not that Guido
was eager to kick up Afoniki’s anthill by making an obvious move on
the clod’s stuff. Afoniki made Uncle Bett—who saw himself as old
school maﬁa—look like the family pet. St. Cyr had been a polite
killer and Uncle Bett a practical one, but Afoniki? He liked it, the
power, the corrupting and the killing. Guido knew better than to let
it show, but he’d been as uncomfortable at Afoniki’s dinner party as
his reluctant new cousin, Nell.
If Afoniki had hoped to turn the girl back to her roots, well, he’d
failed and not just for now. Nell had been remarkably resilient, not
to mention resistant to exploring her darker roots. His cousin,
Cinzia, had it right when she’d said her bedroom was probably
cleaned by singing birds and mice.
He’d never been opposed to corrupting the innocent, but Alex
Baker had made it clear, you messed with Nell, you messed with
him. In this city, there was one truth even his side knew to respect.
You messed with one Baker, you messed with them all.
The hounds of hell would be easier to manage.
It was possible the ill-timed shooting at the dinner party had
tipped the balance for Baker. He couldn’t be steered, led, or warned
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off. No one had owned up to it, but then if someone did, it would be
their last act in this life.
Nell’s return to New Orleans had stirred up more than old dirt.
Guido paused in the hallway, watching as Claude’s SUV halted
long enough for him to scramble inside. Guido smiled. He would be
lucky to survive to the end of the year. Not that Guido wanted to
ignite a turf war with Afoniki. Both the old man and his heir were
most likely formulating their own plans for seizing what Phin had
left so ill-protected. The widow, she might have been able to keep it
together, but Claude was weak. And Helene was old and under
indictment. She would be of limited help to Claude. Always
assuming he wanted her help. Or she wanted to give it. No love lost
there.
If there was an agreement between the three old men, how very
much he’d like to see the details. It must be powerful indeed to have
kept three such men in check for so long.
And where did Nell Whitby ﬁt in? What did uncle Bett fear from
her? Was there a secret still waiting to ooze up out of the past? And
was it a secret that would help—or damage—Guido’s very bright
future?
Guido ﬂexed his hands, feeling his own readiness to assume
control. He was fond of his great uncle, but that would not stop him
if he saw a chance. It was, after all, what uncle Bett had done.
He glanced back, past his two bodyguards, to the door of the
autopsy room, just in time to see Ingrid Baker leave. She didn’t look
his direction. Her phone held to her ear, she moved rapidly, though
with commendable grace. The Baker girls. The younger Baker boys
weren’t unappealing either. He shook his head a bit ruefully. There
were times when it seemed a great pity they were all so very law
abiding. All were attractive, some rather interesting, even—his gaze
went back to the closed door, still swinging slightly from the recent
transit. It would be amusing to wind up Alex Baker. Amusing and
easy. One just had to be careful not to push him too far. Big ﬁsts and
a good shot, so Guido had heard. Still…
“Wait here,” he said, striding toward the swing doors. Hannah
Baker might be as honest as her big brother, but she had a dark side
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to be able to work in this place. He went in, letting the door swing
closed behind him. She’d tossed the goggles and loosened the
protective thing, so he could see her tee shirt and jeans. She didn’t
look at all like her big brother, though the frown—
She turned with a less than graceful jerk. And her startled eyes
were quite remarkable. One hand clenched something. Something
small. Her hand slid into her pocket. A secret? He loved secrets.
Could smell them in the air, knew how to nose them out. Secrets
become leverage.
Her lips parted, but before he could speak, his cell shrilled an
incoming text. He smiled, held up a ﬁnger. “A moment.”
He looked down and the smile faded. Without speaking he
turned and left. He would ﬁnd out her secret later. She would keep.
This—he smiled in deep satisfaction—would not.

Ferris checked at the sight of Guido Calvino shooting out of the
autopsy room like someone let the dogs out. He watched him head
down the hall, his cell to his ear. He’d only caught a glimpse of
Guido’s face, but he looked like a guy who just won the lottery. Must
have got the news about Uncle Bettino.
Ferris hesitated outside the door, then pushed it open and
slouched in, his grin on the side of deprecating. “What’d you do to
Guido? He came out of here like his pants were on ﬁre.”
Hannah had been frowning as he entered, but the frown faded
into a grin he’d call careful. A bit of wary in the eyes.
She half shrugged. “He got a call. Tried not to look shocked.”
She thought for a minute. “Tried not to look pleased.”
Her brows arched a tiny bit. Holy Hannah. He’d always
wondered what a cool drink of water would look like. Which was
kinda funny, because there was nothing cool about his thoughts.
Blonde and curvy in the right places and those eyes. He’d like to get
close enough to ﬁgure out what color they were. He hesitated, not
because it was a big secret, but because he didn’t want to talk shop.
Still, she’d ﬁnd out when they brought the corpse in.
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“Someone popped Bettino Calvino. Guido just won the bad guy
lottery if he can hold onto it.” The sharks were certainly circling
Claude St. Cyr. Odds were against him holding on until the end of
the year.
Her amazing eyes widened, improving his view into them, but
he still wasn’t sure about the color. Needed to get closer. Much
closer. He halved the distance between them. Nope. Still not close
enough.
“Really?” She started to morph into a forensic doc, instead of a
girl with a guy. “Any news on how—”
“Bullet to the brain.”
“Oh.” She made a face. Caught his gaze and grinned. “It gets
old digging bullets out of brains.”
“Perps should be more creative with their killing,” he agreed,
watching the grin bloom into a smile. Almost he licked his lips. Was
it the forbidden? Wanting what he wasn’t supposed to have? He’d
been the new guy when he ﬁrst met Alex’s sisters. Was already
walking a line, trying to prove he could do the job. Had no inclina‐
tion to mess with his new partner’s sisters. Well, not much. He
wasn’t new now. They were a solid team. Mutual respect. Could
tease Alex about almost anything. Knew him well enough to know
the no-go list. And he didn’t want to mess with Holy Hannah,
exactly. Just get to know her. Maybe kiss her on the mouth once or
twice. He studied the mouth in question. Might need more than a
couple of kisses to scratch his itch. Keep it this side of serious, of
course. She was Alex’s sister. Might be okay to kiss a sister, but not
okay to mess with her heart.
“So Bettino Calvino is dead.” Her brows slanted together.
“Didn’t he have, like, body guards and crap?”
“Lots of crap.” He grinned, saw the change in her eyes and
liked it. “You have to do the autopsy?”
“I’m not here,” she pointed out. “It’s my day off.”
“Alex?” Her nod had a grimace attached to it. “Must be a tough
gig for all of you.” He glanced at the cofﬁn just off his elbow,
decided it wasn’t too grimy, and propped himself against it.
“Batons of parental-like power were supposedly passed on to the
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next sib in line as we each left for college. Maybe it’s a brother thing,
but I got the responsibility without the power. Alex is the worst. He
claims to be hands-off but…” She shrugged. Her head tipped a bit.
“You have siblings?”
“My parents kept it simple. Just me and some dogs.” Bit of an
edge to his tone, so he added a didn’t-bother-me smile.
“Maddie brought a dog home once. It took one look at the lot of
us and ran for its life. Smart pooch.”
“You ever thought of leaving?” Didn’t like the twinge in his
chest from that thought.
She laughed at that. “Every day.” She looked around. “Some‐
times every hour.”
“When you move to the new building, it should be good.” It was
kind of a question. He’d read in the paper that the new coroner had
asked for everyone to resign and reapply. Not sure that was a good
plan. Didn’t seem like there was a lot to incentivize the reapplication
part with the reported state of his budget.
She made a face. Cute and sassy. He liked sassy. She made this
place almost bearable. He crossed his arms over his chest. Holy
Hannah. How had he missed this version of her?
“One lives in hope.” Her gaze strayed to the row of dolls on the
metal table, the one still missing its head. A hand slid into a pocket
and clenched into a ﬁst, bulging the fabric.
His gaze narrowed. Color scored the line of her very nice cheek‐
bones. He straightened. “Did Calvino say something? Threaten
you?” No hitting on the pretty girl, he wondered a bit grimly, or
Alex might not be the only one wanting to pop the wise guy.
Her gaze jerked to his. “He started to say something but got the
good news.”
So why the frown pulling her brows together. Her gaze went
back to its avoidance pattern and even white teeth gnawed the lower
lip. So if not Calvino, then what? He looked down at the cofﬁn.
Sensed she stiffened. Stole a look. He thought she’d made a ﬁst with
that hand, but maybe it was clutching, not clenched. Had she found
something? She turned back to a tray where the dolls lay in a grimy
row, and put Barbie’s head back on. Her hand left her pocket, but a
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slight bulge remained. She went down the row of Ken’s popping
heads off, like it was progress.
“You lose your ride?”
Tone was too casual. “Alex wanted to talk to Nell,” he said.
The last Ken lost his head. “Oh.”
He liked the proﬁle, but wanted her to look at him. “You don’t
like her?”
The brows arched. “I do like her, just not—”
“…her relatives.” He strolled forward, casting a quick glance in
the other cofﬁn. Looked full of dust, too. She stiffened, so he
stopped. “There’s one less.”
“Still a passel of nasty cousins.”
She picked up a magnifying glass and a Ken head, subjected it
to what looked like a minute scrutiny. But there was this pulse at her
neck that beat a bit too hard.
“You ﬁnd anything else in there?” He asked it casually. The
color spread further across her face. She was a Baker. The inability
to lie was probably imprinted in her DNA.
“I found one of Ken’s loafers.” She held up a tiny shoe and
waved it at him.
With no more Kens to examine, her hand stole to her pocket
again. If he were a betting man—which he sometimes was—he’d
bet it wasn’t a doll loafer in there. If she’d found something, she’d
have a good reason for hiding it. Bakers, they always had good
reasons for everything they did. Also part of their DNA. Though
hiding evidence didn’t usually make the list. Was it evidence though?
Just some dolls in cofﬁns—that some lawyers may or may not ﬁght
over. Of course, if there’d been human remains, no one would have
claimed them.
She ﬁddled with the doll closest to her. Did it matter that the
Kens didn’t get their heads back. And did he really want to know
the answer to that. Or what she’d found and was hiding?
Right now, he wasn’t part of the hiding. He was in the clear—a
good place to be in the NOPD. And with the mob—who might be
interested or she wouldn’t feel compelled to hide it. That made him
frown. What if Guido had picked up on her unease? She wasn’t
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unprotected, but he’d bet a month’s salary that she wouldn’t tell her
brothers unless she had to. Would she know when she had to? But if
he pushed, if he found out, then he was in it with her. Keeping a
secret from his partner, too. About his partner’s sister.
Not the “in it” he’d been hoping for when he took his stroll this
way. He didn’t know Hannah that well, but he knew Alex like a
brother. Which meant that Holy Hannah was—not a sister. His
mind ﬂinched from that, so far he almost fell over from the jerk.
Neutral ground, that’s where he’d be if he didn’t ask. In it up to his
neck if he did. Only it felt like the ground under his feet had already
shifted. He might not know, but he knew something.
She glanced back at him, and it was the hint of anxiety in her
eyes that did it. They were blue, really dark blue except around the
pupils. Close to the pupils, her eyes were a softer, lighter blue. The
effect was—he tugged at the neck of his shirt. Kind of like drown‐
ing, but in a good way.
“What did you ﬁnd, Hannah?” He used her name on purpose,
made it personal. Safe. He hoped. Her lips parted in protest, but he
shook his head. “I can call Alex, but I don’t think either of us want
to do that. Alex, well, he’s a wild card right now.” He had a chilly
thought, one that killed the warm caused by her eyes. “Did Guido
see—” He didn’t know what question to ask.
Her eyes widened some more. Yeah, blue, but more than blue.
Her lips ﬁrmed. She didn’t look at all like Alex. Until that. Now he
could see a resemblance. The same stubborn set to her mouth. He
waited her out. One thing he’d learned from partnering with Alex.
How to wait.
The clash of gazes was prolonged. He enjoyed it. Wasn’t sure
she did. Her sigh signaled surrender before she pulled her hand out
of her pocket and held it out to him.
A ring.
Not what he’d expected, though he wasn’t sure what—just not
that. Not even a nice one.
He moved in for a closer look at it. First decent smell in the
place was her. He took several deep ones while he examined it.
School ring. Old school. He didn’t get—she pulled the magnifying
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glass over for him. He used it, ﬁrst on the outside, then on the
inside—
Who was Charles Baker? He didn’t remember hearing the
name, but to tell the truth, he’d tuned out a lot. Alex had a reason to
be interested in an old, cold case. Ferris…less reason. He lowered
the glass, turning the ring with his ﬁngers. He cleared his throat.
“You wanna get some lunch?”
Her eyes widened again. He got a cautious nod.
He leaned close, took a deep breath of her, and his gaze holding
hers, he pressed the ring back in her hand and closed her ﬁngers
over it. “Let’s go.”
He had the upper hand, would have kept it if he looked away
while she stripped off her the rest of protective gear. Couldn’t call it
a tease—no sign she knew what she did to him—but Holy Hannah.
When he didn’t move, she looked down at her jeans.
“I usually wear scrubs, but I’m not working today,” she said, half
apologetically, half defensively.
“Well, let’s get out of here before someone decides you are
working,” he said, a bit hoarsely. Holy Hannah.

Dive into the second installment in a series reviewers are "grinning
and loving” and grab Dead Spaces today!

LOUISIANA LAGNIAPPE

A Reunion, a murder, and a wedding...
What's next?
Becca Smith Poole should have known
her forty-ﬁfth high school reunion would be
anything but normal - especially when a
dead body turns up! Renowned for her
problem-solving skills, Becca is determined
to discover who the murderer is - and if her
former high school crush is still as hand‐
some as he was in their younger days. The
ﬁrst will take some time to solve, the second one took her breath
away.
Retired detective Zach Baker has been lonely since the last of
his Baker’s dozen moved out. When he sees Becca Smith’s picture in
the “where are they now” brochure, he wonders if this might be a
ﬁrst chance for him with the gal he could never connect with in high
school. But before he can ask her out, a murder breaks up the party.
Lucky for him, his son’s upcoming wedding is full of problems
requiring Becca’s professional problem solving touch. Can a retired
cop and a mystery reading problem solver unmask a killer before the
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wedding? Even more challenging, can Zach convince Becca that
there is no end date for falling in love?
Dive into the next installment of the Big Uneasy series that
reviewers have said will “make the reader feel as if they’ve been
plopped down right in the middle of the Big Easy.” Get Louisiana
Lagniappe now!

So I wrote a book called Relatively Risky, that released in April or
May of 2013. I don’t remember the exact date and back then
Amazon would change your release date if you uploaded a new ﬁle.
I do know it was my ﬁrst indie release and it was also the ﬁrst book
in my Big Uneasy series. My Grand Plan was to release a book a
year and perhaps some shorter stories in between the novels.
Yeah.
So my publisher died. All my rights reverted to me and I scram‐
bled to get my books back on sale. And Stuff Happened in my real
life.
Despite all this, I managed to release “Family Treed” in either
Sept or Oct of 2013. Again, not sure of exact date now. See above.
And then a bunch more life happened before I could write and
release Dead Spaces in May of 2015.
So time passed. this is 2017. I released other stuff, but not a Big
Uneasy story. And lots of Life Stuff happened and blew my produc‐
tion schedule out the window.
So I was determined my readers who had hung with me would
get something in 2017. I penciled in a novel, but it was a lot harder to
get the words ﬂowing again than I anticipated. So Louisiana Lagniappe
became a novella.
I took who I was going to write about (one of the siblings) and
put them on the schedule for 2018 and queued up someone I was
not expecting to write about any time soon: Zach, the dad of the
Bakers Dozen.
His was not the story I’d planned to write, but I enjoyed telling
his story and I think my Muse healed some more while writing it.
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So I have a few chapters written for Worry Beads [it’s ﬁnished
now!] and I have some ideas for the book after. There is hope.
Just tell Life not to Happen for a bit, okay?
I really need a break.
What Amazon reviewers have said about Louisiana Lagniappe:
“This series will “make the reader feel as if they’ve been
plopped down right in the middle of the Big Easy.”
“Love at any age…great read!”
“Great read...very enjoyable…”
“Thoroughly enjoyed this segment of The Big Uneasy.”
Get Louisiana Lagniappe now!

PRELUDE - LOUISIANA LAGNIAPPE

Fifty years.
It had been ﬁfty years since Rebecca Smith Poole had graduated
from high school.
Dang.
When Becca got the email from Lisa Linda Bailly, their senior
class president, she’d had to do the math twice because it couldn’t
have been that long.
Only it had been that long. Every minute of that long.
So much for the class that was going to beat old, who would live
forever. With very few (possibly chemical and/or medically induced)
exceptions, they’d become gray hairs, or no hairs, the oldsters that
back then they’d thought had one foot in the grave.
Anyone looking into the room would see a bunch of candidates
for Senior Discount Day at just about anywhere. Lots of shoulders
bent by gravity—not to mention other bits sagging from its evil grip.
Here and there she caught glimpses of the young people they’d
been in the septuagenarians they were now. They were here because
ﬁfty years ago they’d shared four years in the same high school, a lot
of it spent in this gymnasium. It was kind of shocking that such a
slender connection, that something that—with the hindsight of
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years—was so ﬂeeting, had gathered their class’s survivors in from
all over the country.
In high school, they’d been divided into small clusters based on
reasons that made no sense now. What would they even talk about,
she’d wondered, as she’d hesitated over her RSVP. She was glad
she’d come. They might have more in common now than they’d had
back in high school.
They were all old.
They were the ones who weren’t dead.
And they were more or less variations of the same shape.
Time had erased the other stuff, all the who-liked-who, and
who-didn’t-like-whom. The dividing lines had dissolved because
what life they had left was too short. The theme of how freaking old
they were was pretty much the go-to conversation that had started
during the mixer—where they’d actually mixed—after a brief
period of “do you remember?” The only other digression from the
main theme of the night was those who had grandchildren to brag
about.
Becca smiled as Mary Joanne who-used-to-be-Rivet shared a
story on the theme of the night.
“I swear she was ﬁfteen or something and she’s putting the blood
pressure cuff on my arm, and she says to me, she actually says to
me,” Mary Joanne switched to a high-pitched falsetto, “Isn’t seventy
the new sixty?”
“She didn’t.” Bettina Bailey would have gasped it in the old days,
but now all she could manage was a distressed murmur.
“Oh yes, she did. And I told her, no, sugar, the new seventy is
still the old seventy.”
And some days, Becca thought, it was the new eighty.
“She’s squeezing my arm and having to tuck the saggy bits in
into a tube, and she says to me, well, you’re only as old as you feel.”
“I would have slapped her…” muttered Dot, who used to be
Becca’s best friend in the way back when. Her family had moved
away about a week after graduation—it had felt like the end of the
world at the time.
“…but who has energy for that?” Daisy Dixie ﬁnished.
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They all chuckled because they were all out past our bedtimes.
As more oh-my-gosh-we’re-old stories ﬂowed past her, Becca
pushed aside her paper plate. She’d eaten as much as she could of
the catered meal—there was something to be said for those senior
servings, even if the idea had annoyed her at ﬁrst—and looked
around. The gymnasium had seen as much wear as her class. The
dispirited school hangings looked the same, though they must have
changed them out once or twice. Behind the lackluster food smells
lingered the scent of dirty shoes and perspiration, and mixed with
the smells their class had brought it, all of it now being pushed
around by a desultory and probably ancient air conditioner. She
smiled at the sight of Georgy Guidry snoozing in his chair. Just like
old times. His wife, Barbara Betty, had her back to him while she
caught up with—well, Becca needed to get closer with her cheaters
on to see the name tag.
The tags had been Becca’s contribution to the effort. Lisa Linda
had initially been a little annoyed at the font size Becca had chosen
—it made the tags take up about half a chest—but everyone loved
them and the high school pictures Becca had added below the
names. Becca had needed the name tag to recognize Dot who had
apparently recognized Becca without a problem. Or she had been
more farsighted than Becca. Upon a closer look, the remains of the
girl she’d been were still very much there. And her voice sounded
the same, both plaintive and resigned as she somehow managed to
cut Becca out of the herd so she could catch her up on the past ﬁfty
years in the Life of Dot.
Becca kept her smile in place, nodding occasionally as the big
clock over Dot’s shoulder tracked how far past her bedtime it was.
When Dot paused to take a breath, Becca pushed her chair back.
Pale eyes blinked. “Are you leaving?” Her tone quivered as if she
might cry.
Becca lifted her empty cup. “I need more punch.” Her gaze did
another sweep, but she knew he hadn’t come, even though he’d
RSVP’d an acceptance.
Her secret crush—one so secret she hadn’t shared it with her
best friend. Or her diary. If her heart could have kept it from her
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brain, it would have. She couldn’t remember now why it had been
imperative to hide it, but whatever the reason was, it still had her in
its grip.
“I thought someone said Zach Baker was coming,” Dot
complained.
Becca may have twitched.
“I used to have the worst crush on him,” Dot continued.
“All the girls had a crush on Zach,” said Daisy Dixie from Dot’s
other side. “He didn’t come to the last one either.” She and Bettina
sighed in unison. “I heard he’s still a dish. And a widower.”
“With thirteen kids,” Bettina pointed out, with a slight shudder,
though she added, “They must all be grown though?” She cast a
languishing glance toward the entrance and sighed again. “Donna
May says that Zach could give Harrison Ford a run for his money in
the looks department.”
As she moved away, Becca wondered, had all the girls Zach
hadn’t dated in high school been hoping for a reunion movie
moment tonight? After ﬁfty years? Becca examined her hopes criti‐
cally. No, she was long past hoping for movie moments, but it would
have been nice to see him. Still a dish, aye?
And then, as if her thoughts—or their talk—had summoned
him, he appeared in the doorway. She gave him a critical once over.
Yep. Still a dish who could give Harrison Ford a run for his money.
And he had enough of “it” left to make her heart skip a beat. Matu‐
rity had somehow made his lined face handsome and his gray hair
distinguished. She’d been a widow longer than she’d been married,
but she could honestly say she hadn’t thought about Zach, hadn’t
wondered “what might have been” until the reunion planning
began. He’d married twice, lost both wives, and there were those
thirteen kids, she reminded herself—like the others her information
had been culled from the “where are they now” booklet that Lisa
Linda had compiled. This was the moment she should be grateful
for unanswered prayers. Women did not age as well as men, and she
couldn’t imagine the kind of damage thirteen kids would have done
if she’d been on the delivering end. She did know the damage her
three had done and that was plenty.
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As he hesitated in the double doorway, she might have sighed. It
would have been nice to have one of those, we-went-out-a-little,
lost-love, might-have-been memories from high school. She’d mostly
been invisible for the four years. Of the very few guys who’d paid
her brief notice, two hadn’t survived and the others, to her relief,
had declined to come. She’d read where they were now, and it
wasn’t pretty.
When Zach’s gaze started to scan her direction, Becca changed
course. The punch bowl would take her toward Zach, who had been
spotted and hailed with delight by his old friends—the gals and guys
he’d actually shared high school memories with.
It wasn’t because she was afraid to talk to him that she slipped
between two tables without attracting the notice of the occupants.
She just wanted to see the notable events of the past ﬁfty years table.
Lisa Linda, Mary Magdalene, and Donna May had gone to a lot of
trouble to put it together.
Wow, seen this way, the years seemed even longer. While she’d
been living her life wars and walks on the moon, all kinds of tech‐
nology, and a new millennium had happened. With each step, each
event she felt older, so she moved on to the memorial display.
Because looking at who had died would make her feel younger. Not.
But it was better than going back to the Life of Dot, Part Two.
Like the last display, this one was chronological, starting with
Michael David Lorante, who had died a couple of weeks after
graduation.
Forever young, she thought, staring at the dimly remembered
face. She moved slowly down the line. The time gaps were big at
ﬁrst, then started to close as their class aged and the years racked up.
At the end, she stopped, a frown forming between her brows. John
James Normand and Larry Garry Olivier had both died within the
last two weeks. That was sad. And odd. She did a minor double take
to check the dates. They died exactly a week apart. She took the
small step to the last memorial picture and did more than a double
take.
Georgy Guidry? Born nineteen ﬁfty-three and died…today?
She glanced back at his slumped ﬁgure. It was just a bad joke,
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she assured herself, and Lisa Linda would not be happy about it.
They were all supposed to be grownups now. Georgy might think it
was funny…
“Becca?”
Becca stiffened. That sounded like Zach. How did she know
how he sounded after all this time? She turned around. It was Zach.
Zach Baker looking at her, apparently wanting to talk to her. Wow.
He looked better up close, which was not fair since she knew she
didn’t. He smelled good, too. Nice for her—time had been kind to
him. Not so nice for him, since time had been a meanie dancing all
over her face. The gymnasium’s A/C wasn’t up to the job, and she
wished she had a fan. Not that it could wave away the wrinkles and
sags. She reminded herself how old she was and her lips curved up
as her sense of humor returned.
“Hi, Zach. You’re late.”
It had to be her imagination that he seemed pleased to see her.
Which was, she reminded herself, because they were classmates and
they weren’t dead. This made her glance at Georgy again, but her
gaze refused to stay there. Not when Zach Baker was a few inches
away from her by choice. All her dreams come true—ﬁfty years too
late.
He grinned, and her heart might have skipped. Because it was
old and not quite up to the trip down memory lane.
“I saw the menu.”
“Our budget gets smaller every reunion,” she pointed out,
without rancor. Mary Magdalene had been in charge of the food.
For someone who’d grown up in New Orleans, her palate was not
great. “As the class gets smaller.”
He nodded as if she’d made a good point. His gaze moved
brieﬂy along the memorial row. “The attrition rate is for sure getting
higher.”
It didn’t seem to worry him. It didn’t worry her that much. She
wouldn’t open the door and invite Death in, but she knew now that
no one got out of this life alive. Her smile turned wry.
“Weren’t we the class that was going to live forever? How delu‐
sional was that?”
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“Everyone is delusional in high school,” Zach pointed out. “We
all thought we were invincible.” A hint of sad entered his gaze,
which felt like headlights beamed on her face.
Becca knew how to hold a gaze. She had to in her business, but
it was the ﬁrst time she felt like, well, a girl. With a guy. Almost
young again. Like they had been an item way back when and now
they were having a moment.
And then, because fate was mean, over Zach’s shoulder Becca
saw Bubba Pascal approach Georgy and give him a shake.
“Wake up, dude, and join the party,” he said it loud enough for
the words to echo around the gym, causing conversations to break
off as everyone turned to look.
Just in time to see Georgy slide sideways off the chair and face
plant on the gymnasium ﬂoor.
***
Zach had known the really large number that this reunion was,
but he had not shared that information with his kids, or anything
about this reunion. None of their business, for sure not need-toknow, especially when he knew it would result in old-man jokes,
nudges, and signiﬁcant grins. He knew he was old, knew it better
than any of them, better than any of them would—until they
reached his age, which was no use to him now.
So it was ironic that three of his children had been ﬁrst, second,
and third responders to the scene.
Ingrid had arrived ﬁrst, carrying in her EMT gear at a jog, the
intent look an indication that she did not yet know her dad was
here. She and her partner had not spent a lot of time working on
Georgy. He had been cold when Zach checked for a pulse. Consid‐
ering how warm the gym was—and the untouched state of his plate
—he must have died soon after sitting down.
Since he’d died while not in his doctor’s care, the Coroner’s
ofﬁce had to make an appearance. That brought Hannah to the
scene. She hadn’t noticed Zach either as she bent over Georgy.
Something about the death had troubled her, so she called for a
detective.
Who just happened to be Alex and his partner—the same
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partner who was also Hannah’s boyfriend. Zach tried not to scowl at
Logan Ferris. He wasn’t a bad guy, just didn’t like him dating his
daughter.
Last time Zach had talked to Alex, he was off the night shift. So
that was old news, since he now appeared to be back on nights. If
Zach hadn’t been trying to keep his head down, he’d have asked his
son who he’d pissed off this time. Alex’s upcoming wedding had
mellowed him some, just not enough, it seemed.
Three Bakers—four if he included himself, which he was sure
his kids wouldn’t—what were the odds of that? In New Orleans,
they called it a “baking” when more than one of them responded to
a scene and “well baked” for three or more.
His staying out of sight was helped by Becca who had somehow
managed to calm Barbara Betty and then herd their class away from
what was to become a crime scene. What was even more interesting,
none of his classmates appeared to notice they were being herded.
He watched her—he told himself—to see how she did it, but he
might have forgotten that part because he liked looking at her.
When she quit herding, he arranged it so that he ended up next
to her again. He hadn’t read all of the “where are they now”
summaries in the booklet that arrived with the reunion details, but
he’d read Becca’s. She was the one who got away, so of course, he
was curious. Well, maybe she hadn’t gotten away so much as he
hadn’t ﬁgured out how to bridge his inexperience and her shyness
before they separated for college. As the years had passed, he’d been
too busy to worry about what hadn’t happened, but when he saw
her picture again? He might have wondered if a guy could get a
second chance.
Her picture hadn’t been faked, he noted, taking careful note so
she wouldn’t notice him checking her out. She looked good. She was
almost his height, her gaze direct and kind. When she glanced away,
he glanced at her high school picture, comparing then to now. The
years sat lightly on her, but he could tell she hadn’t fought the years,
had let life do what it was going to do while she did what she had to
do. Which was—well, he wasn’t quite sure what she did. Creative
Solutions, her business name, could mean anything.
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“How did you do that?” Zach gestured toward his milling
former classmates.
She wiggled her ﬁngers and grinned. “Magic.” He gave her a
look so she added, “My son calls it my super power and said if I’d
been born a few years later I’d have been an ambassador or possibly
a general. But I didn’t discover my,” she hesitated, then said,
“herding skills until I had kids, so I’m not sure I believe him.” She
looked thoughtful. “And I’m not sure herding is a skill an ambas‐
sador needs.”
“A general might ﬁnd it useful.” He liked the way she laughed
and her clear, soft voice. He was sure her skills were about more
than herding. Look how she’d calmed everyone down. They all kept
stealing looks at Georgy, but the screaming had stopped and no one
was crying. Not even his widow.
“What is it that you do?” he asked. He was, he admitted, more
interested in keeping the conversation going than in knowing what
she did. He’d tried dating twice now, and it had made him feel old.
And tired. Becca didn’t make him feel old. Or tired. Not that this
was a date, but even an old guy could hope for more time with a
might-have-been high school ﬂame.
“I solve problems,” she said, her smile exposed a lot of laugh
lines around her mouth and eyes. “When my husband died, I
needed something I could do and still be a parent. Something I
could…control.”
Zach knew why she hesitated at the word control. Kids and
control didn’t go together. He’d had to look for a second wife after
Georgette died. When Helen died, too, well, it was a good thing
Alex was old enough to help out because no woman wanted to take
on a man with thirteen kids. He’d gotten used to being without a
wife, but when his last daughter had graduated from law school and
moved out, he realized he missed having a woman who wasn’t his
daughter around. Missed the way a wife changed the energy from
house to home, the warmth he couldn’t make happen. Plus his kids
kept worrying about him, and they had made Laura move back in
to take care of him. Having her in the house made him worry more
about her. And Laura needed to be free of her old man, free to live
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her life, not his. He needed a wife, a companion who was his age.
But the world had changed a lot since he’d wooed Helen—and not
for the better.
If he’d done the math right, Becca had been alone at least as
long as he had. If she had missed having a man around, she’d prob‐
ably gotten over it, or she would have married again. He didn’t
think she was dating if her social media proﬁle was right. And he
was kinda proud he’d managed to check it without having to ask for
help from any of his kids.
He’d felt a bit like a stalker checking her out ahead of the
reunion—and he wouldn’t have come if he hadn’t known she’d be
here—but most of the class who were online had friended each
other when the reunion talk started. It hadn’t been as bad as he’d
expected, the friending crap. It felt okay to catch up with long lost
classmates. Especially this one.
She’d fallen silent, which wouldn’t have bothered him if he
wasn’t trying to work up the courage to ask her out.
“So what do you do?” He prompted when she stopped. He liked
her eyes, liked the way the color in them changed as she talked.
Liked that she wasn’t young. She’d know about aching bones and a
body that felt older on the outside than it did on the inside.
“My son calls it the mom thing, but without the guilt trip.” She
chuckled again. “I come in when a situation is too complicated, say
during a wedding or big family events. I’m the neutral person when
family is too…too invested. I smooth out the bumps or at least make
them smaller. Sometimes I help with divorces—not legal advice—
but just hand-holding and steering through the shoals. Other times,
all I do is connect people with the person or business that can help
them. I’m that one step removed, the longer view person who can
ﬁnd the compromise place. It’s not perfect because people are still
people, but well, I guess the short version is that I solve problems.”
Creative Solutions. Creative solutions to problems. Zach straight‐
ened, his gaze ﬁnding Alex, who had just spotted his dad, based on
the sudden stiffening of his son’s shoulders and the sudden glare
toward Zach. Alex, who was getting married to a gal tangled in
complications. Family complications. And Family complications.
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He’d been kinda amused watching his ﬁrst-born ﬂail, but now the
thought of helping him out was appealing. If Becca helped Nell and
Alex, well, he could spend more time with Becca—the kind of time
that closed the distance without all the pressure of dating.
He angled her direction, subtly separating her from the cluster
of people near them. He inhaled the sweet scent of woman and
ﬂowers—damn, he’d missed that—and smiled down at her.
“So, how does someone go about hiring you?” Out of the
corner of his eye, he saw Alex closing on them.
“You have a problem?” She sounded doubtful. Or maybe it was
surprised.
“Well, my son has a problem.” He nodded to indicate him.
“He’s getting married again.”
Her gaze shifted to watch Alex with what he hoped was interest.
“I see,” she said.
She looked back at Zach, and he had a feeling she thought she
saw the problem. She probably thought it was a second marriage
problem. If only. No, Nell and Alex were snared in the mess of a
cop, and the son of a cop, marrying a gal related to two mob fami‐
lies, not to mention one grandmother who might or might not get
out on bail in time for the nuptials, and another that—well, he
didn’t know how to describe Nell’s other grandmother, in or out of
his brain. He must have let some of that show because her gaze
narrowed. He smiled, hoping she couldn’t see into his dark heart
and mind. He might have been out of the game for more years than
he cared to count, and Becca couldn’t be more different than his
late wives, but she did have one thing in common with them.
There was an elusive air about her, a wariness that required a
careful approach. He needed to get her involved in him and his
family before she realized what was happening.
Alex stopped in front of them, his gaze moving from Becca to
his dad.
“Dad.”
“Son, I’d like you to meet Rebecca Smith—”
“Poole,” Becca ﬁnished.
“Right. This is my son, Alex.”
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“Ma’am.” Alex’s tone wasn’t warm.
Rebecca held out her hand. “Call me Becca,” she said with a
smile.
After a long pause, Alex’s shoulders relaxed. Zach wasn’t sure
his son realized it, but it made Zach hide a grin.
Oh yeah, she was good. He glanced at Becca and caught sight
of her friend…Dot—that was her name wasn’t it—over Becca’s
shoulder. She stared them with an odd look on her face. He met her
gaze and arched a brow. With something that might have been a
smile, she turned back to the group she was with and lifted her cup
to her lips. Her gaze darted their way again, and when she saw Zach
still looking, she shifted, so that her back was to them.
Zach half shrugged. She’d always been an odd one. Couldn’t
ﬁgure out how Dot and Becca had ever been friends.
“I’ll need a statement from both of you,” Alex said, with
extreme reluctance. There was a bit of “we’ll talk later” in there,
too. Sometimes his kids forgot who was the parent and who wasn’t.
“There’s something you need to see,” Becca said.
“Something?” Zach wasn’t sure which one of them asked it ﬁrst,
the one-word question from them both so close together it sounded
like an echo.
“On the memorial table. There’s one for Georgy.”
Alex made a sharp half turn toward the display, his brows
shooting up. He and Becca followed Alex to the display. All three of
them stared down at the framed picture.
“Today’s date,” Zach said slowly.
Alex rubbed his chin, then looked back where a bagged Georgy
was being loaded onto a stretcher.
Becca gave Zach’s arm a small nudge and when he looked at her
nodded at the row of memorials.
“The last two,” she murmured barely loud enough for his old
ears.
Zach’s brows lowered, then rose as he assimilated the dates. Two
deaths in the two weeks before the reunion? He opened his mouth
to point this out to his son, but Alex cut him off.
“You’re retired, remember, dad?”
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Zach felt his gaze narrow as it clashed with Alex’s. Zach reached
up like he was using a key to turn his brain off. His son’s lips
twitched, but he still turned away, then paused long enough to snap
at a uniform standing close by, “Get their statements.”
Alex stalked away, leaving them with the uniform, who pulled a
notebook and pencil out of his uniform pocket and looked at one
and then other.
Becca, biting back a grin, exchanged an amused glance with
Zach, who shook his head.
“Kids.”
Becca choked.
Oh yeah, they were going to get along ﬁne.
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I actually started this book before Louisiana Lagniappe, but events
overtook me and I switched gears and wrote Zach and Becca’s story
instead.
When I came back to Laura’s story, it wasn’t any easier to ﬁgure
out, but I didn’t want to back burner her again. She and Archie
were tapping their feet and giving me some very pointed looks.
One of the challenges of writing this book was that Laura was
an EMT — an Emergency Medical Technician. She saved lives,
which was very cool, but now I needed to put her life in danger. I
needed to cause her all kinds of problems. I knew Archie was going
to “help” with that, but ﬁrst I had to ﬁnd a way for them to meet
and then set in motion their hosing.
I started with “what if ” and before I knew it, they were having
all kinds of problems. My problem is that I am ultimately respon‐
sible for getting them OUT of trouble. I may have burned my
candle at both ends and in the middle doing that, but one thing I
promise my readers is a happy ending. My hero and heroine might
be bruised and shell-shocked, but they are happy by the last
page. Lol
Some early reviews of Worry Beads:
“I like fast-paced books and this surely describes Worry Beads. It
is truly a wild ride through the streets and alleys of my favorite city,
New Orleans. The characters were interesting and their attraction
believable…Now write another book in the Big Uneasy series. Fast.”
“It is a great combination. Humor, romance and pure charm
mixed with mystery and suspense in New Orleans.”
Download the latest installment of The Big Uneasy series and
discover what happens in New Orleans can be downright deadly
with Worry Beads! Keep scrolling to read the ﬁrst chapter!

WORRY BEADS - CHAPTER ONE

The smell in the alley was not subtle, but was sadly familiar. At least
it was cooler this time of year, so the smell wasn’t getting amped up
by the heat. Even if it had been chilled, Laura Baker would be
taking whatever she was kneeling in home with her. Garbage, urine,
and of course, blood. Lots of blood. He lay where the car had
tossed him, legs and arms bent at angles they’d never been meant to
go. And because it was New Orleans, jazz played in the distance, the
sound carried in by the cool January night air, while their emer‐
gency lights pulsed across the scene.
She was working on getting his vitals. LaFon was still trying to
ﬁnd a vein for the cannula.
Guy hadn’t moved since they got there. Based on his vital signs,
he wouldn’t be—
His lids lifted, the fog in his eyes clearing just enough for him to
focus on Laura.
His blue lips moved. “You a real blonde?”
Her lips twitched.
“Would you believe me if I said I was?” she asked, her gaze
holding his while her hands continued their all too familiar task.
“I would,” LaFon said, a white grin cutting across his dark face.
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“Always liked blondes,” their victim muttered. The hand nearest
her twitched, shifting in the pile of she-didn’t-want-to-know-what it
was. He winced, the effort adding more gray to his face, but he
managed to lift his hand enough so she could see he held some
Mardi Gras beads.
She almost sighed. Orleanians did like their beads, but she
wasn’t going to show him something to get them.
“Take them. Pretty girl should have…beads.” Air bubbles
popped in the blood that oozed out with each word.
She met LaFon’s gaze and he half shrugged. “Make him feel
better, girl,” he advised.
Laura gingerly extracted the strand from ﬁngers almost as
twisted as limbs and held it up. It was strung with what was prob‐
ably the usual fake pearls and a huge bobble hung off the Krewe
badge. With a smile hiding her sigh, she slung it around her neck.
He was dying and she’d had worse things on her uniform.
“How does it look?” she asked, giving him a sultry smile, even as
she returned to the futile task of trying to save his life.
The edges of his mouth moved. “Hang on…bring…
you…luck…”
The beads hadn’t brought him luck, but she smiled again and
thanked him. “I’ll hang on to them,” she promised. “For luck.”
The man’s gaze slid sideways, as if looking to see if anyone was
near. The beat cops were keeping the small crowd back. Most
people were a couple of streets over on Bourbon Street. The distant
music changed to something slower and very jazzy.
“Ogre…” The effort exhausted him and his eyes closed.
“Hunt…ogre…” he said again.
“We’ll do what we can,” she said, trying to sound reassuring.
“Bay…”
“Bay?” Laura tried not to make it a question, hoping that her
calm tone would reassure him.
“Ba…by…”
Her gaze ﬂicked to LaFon who shrugged. It wasn’t unusual to
call someone baby around here, but the way he said it was neither
the affectionate or the creepy version. More like…scared.
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“Baby.”
His lids ﬂickered, lifting enough for him to see her again. “Pretty
girl…careful…”
“I’m always careful.”
Suddenly his eyes opened wide. “Treasure.”
He said the word clearly and she shot LaFon a startled look.
Then the man’s eyes dimmed, light fading from them as he ﬂatlined.
No way to do CPR on a crushed chest. LaFon shook his head,
rubbing his forearm against his forehead in a weary gesture.
“He was gone before we got here.”
Laura started to take the beads off, but it felt wrong to toss them
aside, no matter how slimy and hideous—and she had promised—
so she ﬂung them around so they lay against her back, out of her
way, and then signaled the uniform keeping the crowds at bay.
“He’s gone.”
“He say anything about who hit him?”
“An ogre,” LaFon said, with a tired grin.
She started to collect their equipment. The uniform spoke into
the walkie-talkie on his shoulder, then crouched to help. Since he
didn’t know what he was doing, he was more hinder than helper.
She handed him the body bag.
He held it up, gulped, and handed it on to LaFon. “Baker,
right?”
Laura sighed. When you had as many siblings as she did…she
nodded. “Yeah.”
“Was at a shooting with your brother a couple of hours ago.”
She didn’t ask which brother because she ﬁgured she knew. Alex
had managed to get back on the day shift and stay there for an
extended period. He did have a big incentive to stay home at night
now that he and Nell had tied the knot.
“Long day,” Laura said. She glanced at her watch. Speaking of
long days, theirs had inched past the twelve-hour mark about half
an hour ago. The cop helped them shift the body onto the stretcher.
She reached for one of their cases, but the uniform beat her to it.
“Thanks.” Laura managed a smile for him.
He must be new if he was moving on her, especially after
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meeting Alex. She gave him a quick glance. Not bad, but young, too
young to stand up to her seven brothers. That would take someone
with some big brass ones. She tried to imagine what that guy would
be like, other than as annoying as her brothers. Of course, could
just be a guy being friendly. She was not exactly hit-on worthy
covered in blood and garbage.
He lifted the case into the spot she indicated.
“I’ll see you around,” he said, a bit wistfully.
She glanced back and gave him a wave, noting the television
news camera near the street. The crowd was starting to thin on
either side of the small news crew, and her attention was caught by
a tall, thin man standing half in shadow. As if he sensed her atten‐
tion, his head turned her way. His ﬂat, cold gaze made her skin
crawl. Then he stepped back, melting into the crowd. Though the
glimpse had been brief, she’d know him if she saw him again. And
as the daughter of a cop, she hoped she never would. Crap people
didn’t always telegraph their crappiness, but this guy, well, what he
telegraphed wasn’t anything close to nice.
She realized the cameras had started to track their direction
again, and she turned back to loading and getting away fast. She
and LaFon each closed a rear door, then trotted around to their
respective sides of the ambulance and clambered in. She heaved a
sigh of relief as they pulled away.
The necklace dug into her back so she lifted it off, stared at it
without seeing it for a minute, then shoved it in her pocket. Their hit
and run wouldn’t care now.

Laura Baker not only had seven brothers, she also had ﬁve sisters, all
of them varying degrees of blonde and okay looking. They should
have all had mildly active dating lives. But the seven brothers—and
their ex-cop dad—loomed over the Baker girls like Stonehenge.
Alex’s partner, Logan Ferris, had managed to break into the circle
with Hannah, but he was going to have to put a ring on it to get
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anything. He was being closely monitored for any signs he’d lost that
hungry look of longing.
Alex might have hoped the rules didn’t apply to him and Nell,
but she’d had a different kind of Family—the criminally organized
type—watching them, so he’d done the only thing he could do. He’d
married the girl. Nell was one of them now, for better or worse.
Laura bent to wash her face and felt the unyielding mass of the
Mardi Gras beads inside her jacket pocket. She extracted it from the
pocket. The strand was longer and chunkier than the beads she was
used to. And it was even nastier in the bathroom light than they’d
been in the street light. She almost tossed them in the trash, but the
memory of the look in the dying man’s eyes—and his words, partic‐
ularly the last word—stopped her. Treasure. She dangled the string
between two ﬁngers. They did look to be the “good” kind of beads,
the ones you usually had to show your boobs to get. Of course, if
she wore them, everyone would think she’d lifted her shirt for them.
She hesitated again, then ran some water in the bowl and gave
them a good cleaning with some disinfectant hand soap. She patted
them dry with paper towels and held them up again. Cleaned up, the
beads weren’t totally awful. That big blue stone that dangled below a
Krewe badge that looked like it had been carved out of wood. The
blue stone caught the light, flickering with a muted blue fire. She lifted
it closer so she could study the Krewe badge. She didn’t recognize it.
The beads looked aged, almost like real pearls. Back in the day, Mardi
Gras strands used to be made out of glass, she recalled. These looked
aged enough—or had been faked to be aged, she decided. Granted
their victim had been tossed in the garbage, but there’d been some‐
thing seedy about him that did not indicate a lot of prosperity.
She rubbed the beads between her ﬁngers, her daughter-of-acop’s brain wondering if there was a connection between a hit and
run and this strand. Treasure? What had he meant by that? And don’t
forget the ogre or the scary baby, she reminded herself. Where trea‐
sure was concerned one should never forget the ogre, though the
baby was a new twist. She half smiled, then frowned at the strand.
Could they be valuable?
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How could she know? She came from blue-collar stock, the kind
without family jewels. She hesitated once more, then wrapped the
bead string in more paper towels and tucked it in the pocket of her
light jacket. She released the clips holding her hair up, feeling
tension releasing as her hair fell around her shoulders.
Outside, dawn was just edging over the city, spilling light on
glass-sided buildings and the Greater New Orleans bridge. She
rubbed her tired face as her car pulled up with her brother Frank at
the wheel. She clambered in next to him, arching a weary brow in
his direction.
“Couple more days in the shop. Thanks for the borrow.” He
looked back, pulled into the street, and then relaxed enough to slant
a glance at her. “Must have been a slow news night. I saw your
backside on TV at eleven. Not the lead, but right after it.”
“At least they got my best side.” One thing all the Baker girls had
learned growing up with seven older brothers, show no reaction or
the hits would ramp up. She slid down until she could rest her head
against the door and gazed out at the passing city through sleep
blurred eyes.
“What was with the nasty beads?”
She half frowned and glanced at Frank, but he was looking at
the road. Which he should be. How did he know—the news
camera. Apparently, the beads had also made the local news. Yay.
“My reward for being a real blonde.”
He glanced at her with a quick grin. She saw the next question
in his eyes and said, “Don’t—” She looked ahead with a sigh. “He
didn’t make it.”
“Sorry.” His tone was the one men used in the face of emotion.
That was one of the advantages of being an EMS. She could
kill the conversation faster than her dad.
As the second youngest, she’d kind of hoped it would get easier
as siblings peeled off to their own places, their own lives. Sadly,
she’d seen no sign the brothers had lost interest in any of the sisters’
dating lives. And she’d lost the toss for who had to move back in
with their dad when Alex moved in with his wife. Speaking of which
—she saw the house come into view as Frank turned the corner. At
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least she didn’t have to look for a parking space, something that was
almost impossible to ﬁnd this time of day.
The car jerked to a stop in front of the partly blocked driveway.
The frat boys didn’t park so well when they were plastered.
“Thanks.” She managed to push the door open and climb out,
though it wasn’t pretty or graceful. She gave a vague wave as he
drove off. She went round to the back door and inserted her key.
There should be a sign over the door, she thought blearily, as she
pushed the door open.
Abandon hope all ye who enter here.

Buy Worry Beads!

FAIS DO DO DIE

He kicks down doors, and she serves hors d’oeuvres. And
the Big Uneasy delivers them both a huge helping of high
stakes danger—and a chance at romance.
A happy ending skeptic and caterer, Sarah Burland has a high
proﬁle gig at a fundraiser. It’s a coup for her catering company until
murder kills the party spirit and triggers a hostage situation.
SWAT Team Member Calvin Baker’s job cost him his marriage.
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He’s done with romance—even if he does ﬁnd himself taking an
interest in a family friend, Sarah, from time to time. He’s sure his
feelings are platonic until he ﬁnds out she’s caught in a hostage
situation.
Cal’s team affects a rescue, but Sarah’s troubles aren’t over. The
victim’s friends—and enemies—keep trouble cooking, and the
deeper they dig, the more confusing things get—and the more their
attraction to each other grows.
Can the cook and the cop survive long enough to work out their
differences? Take a ride into another installment in the engaging Big
Uneasy series and ﬁnd out!

So readers were asking about when Sarah was going to fall in love
and would it be one of the Baker brothers.
I toyed with the idea of bringing in someone from outside their
circle, but there were so many brothers.
And Sarah let me know which brother she liked (I was surprised,
too!)
It was fun taking the story in a kind of new direction, though it
complicated my life that Cal was SWAT and not just a regular
detective.
But I like the surprises my characters deliver and I hope you
do, too!
What reviewers have said about Fais Do Do Die:
“If you’re looking for a side-splitting cozy mystery with an
unlikely romance, pick up Fais Do Do Die. Think Agatha Christie
meets The Sopranos. Highly recommend!” N.N. Light
“While I beneﬁted from having read books 1-4 and previously
got to know some of the secondary characters in this book, I’m
quite sure you can enjoy Fais Do Do Die as a standalone. After all,
the food is delicious, the mystery is bafﬂing and the romance is
sweet. Add a cup of tea (or other favorite beverage) and you have
everything you need for the perfect evening at home on the sofa.”
Whiskey With My Book
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“This book was so good! It was my ﬁrst in this series, but I had
no problems getting into the story, as it could stand alone. Sarah and
Cal are just so perfect together. The mystery was great. I had no
idea who the murderer was. The confession just blew my mind! I
plan on reading more of this series!” Amazon reviewer
“Fantastic story and read!!!!” Amazon reviewer
“Have I ever lived in New Orleans? No. Visited? Again, no. But
reading a book from Pauline Baird Jones always feels like coming
home. You know and love the characters. The descriptions are so
vivid that everything comes to life - especially the yummy food. As
someone that has gone through some really hard months, it's nice to
escape into a cozy mystery that made me laugh, kept me guessing,
and had some great romance and sexual tension to boot!” Amazon
reviewer

FAIS DO DO DIE - CHAPTER 1

The Fais Do Do Good was going splendidly—until it wasn’t.
Sarah Burland had glanced around with a cautious glow of
satisfaction. She never counted her broths until the last drop of
gumbo was gone. But so far it looked like a win for Blue Bayou
Catering—and that it had raised a lot of money for breast cancer
research. The ticket price for the event was sky-high, and the games
and prizes were super high end. This group knew how to run an
event, one reason Sarah was happy to work for them, even if it put
her within snubbing range of her old social circle.
Trafﬁc to and around the buffet table had moved smoothly. The
food looked and tasted good, and the ice sculpture, a modern thing
of shards and colors, was hanging in there thanks to some weird
technology she’d never heard of and some dry ice giving off a drift
of fog. The shards ﬂoated gracefully in a rainbow-colored pool that
had a self-cycling system which made the shards appear to rise and
fall. It was, according to the artist, a symbol for breast cancer and
healing.
It was also “do not touch.” Those shards were sharp, as more
than one guest had found out. In the whatever column, it was unique
and had garnered much praise from the guests—those who hadn’t
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touched it. The artist had offered a different original design as a
rafﬂe prize, too. Because who didn’t want their own never-melting
ice sculpture?
The washboard player, and the rest of the band, might be
wearing tuxes—sans ties for safety’s sake—but the music was the
real fais do do deal. The guests had loosened up enough for the spry
to start quick-stepping around the dance ﬂoor. And on the edges,
the alcohol-induced chatter had competed with the music at the
height of the party.
Even better, Sarah had managed to be in the kitchen at just the
right time to avoid most of her parents’ old friends and their sympa‐
thetic looks at her “fall from grace.”
Sarah had no doubt that her parents were rolling over in their
crypt because she’d turned the family home on St. Charles into a
catering company. The thing about rolling in crypts? They had
doors, not windows, so she couldn’t see any rolling, making it not
her problem. It wasn’t as if her and her parents hadn’t diverged on
their life views well before their untimely deaths.
She liked cooking, she liked owning her own business, and hard
work didn’t scare her. She glanced down at her hands. Her mani‐
cure—one without polish of course—didn’t stand a chance when
she started cooking. She’d picked up a few more cuts and a couple
of burns, but that was not unusual. Sarah might be wearing her
little black dress, but she was a working chef and proud of it.
“Good evening, Sarah,” a voice purred behind her.
A voice with a hint of Russian to it, it was a voice its owner
probably considered sexy. With a sigh, Sarah turned to face Dimitri
Afoniki, a sexy-in-a-creepy-way crime boss—or so Sarah assumed.
It wasn’t like she kept up on crime bosses, but he had been the heir
apparent to his great uncle, slash wise guy crime boss who died last
year.
“I like the red hair,” he added, with even more purr.
Sarah had wondered this morning if going red had been a
mistake. It was never a good idea to get her hair done when her
hormones were doing their monthly rampage. The red had been
there before, held back by the blonde, but that day all she could see
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was red. Not even to herself did Sarah admit she might have done it
because all the Baker girls were blonde and it was hard to stand out
in a crowd.
Sarah managed a stiff smile because this was business and
Afoniki was a guest. She murmured something indeterminate and
eased back a step.
“We never did have that dinner,” he murmured, sliding closer.
Sarah eased back some more. She had no intention of having
dinner with him, but couldn’t help but wonder what she’d do if he
got more pushy. How badly did a rejected crime boss act?
“We’re both busy people,” she said, her smile getting stiffer. Her
feeding people, him killing them. She almost frowned. He’d been at
a lot of these charity dos recently. Was he trying to clean up his
public image?
He was a handsome man—if one liked stalking, blond tigers
with sharply chiseled features and cold eyes. She didn’t. With his
gaze on her—she could almost sense his tail switching from side to
side—she didn’t let her thoughts stray to the kind of man she did
like. Not with Afoniki’s gaze trying to dissect her thoughts.
“I’d clear my schedule for you,” he half growled, half purred,
shifting so that they were closer once more.
She blinked, ﬁghting the urge to roll her eyes at him. Did lines
like that really work? His heavy cologne tickled her nose and she
wondered what he’d do if she sneezed on him.
It wasn’t naive to wonder what game he was playing. He stalked
in and out of her life at random intervals, leading her to the
perfectly logical conclusion that she wasn’t who he was really inter‐
ested in. Or that he got bored with the yes-women too lazy to look
further than his pretty face. It could be that simple—and that
annoying. She didn’t have time to play games with a dangerous
creep.
“Sarah,” the gentle, ﬂuting voice managed to be heard over the
music and the chatting. Afoniki’s gaze ﬂashed brieﬂy with
annoyance.
No surprise gentle old ladies weren’t his thing. With a look that
tried to be apologetic—and probably failed—Sarah turned her
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attention and her body toward Miss Maisie Daigle who was—in this
world—far more important than a rather minor crime ﬁgure.
Miss Maisie had been a ﬁxture in New Orleans society for as
long as Sarah could recall. She was one of those pink-and-white old
ladies that younger women tried to scorn but wilted and faded away
when they encountered her gentle ruthless gaze. The wealthy widow
of Roger Daigle, parties and fundraisers failed if she wasn’t there.
But, unlike many with that kind of ﬁnancial power, Maisie was nice.
Not so nice that people rolled over her, but universally liked by
people with sense and respected by the people who wanted to
matter.
She had to be in her nineties, Sarah thought, or close to. She
had a halo of white around her crumpled paper face. Her eyes were
a pale blue and the wrinkled bow of her mouth curved up, even as
she gave Afoniki a measuring gaze that caused him to retreat.
Now that was a superpower Sarah could wish for. She resisted
the urge to high ﬁve Maisie. She wasn’t a high-ﬁving kind of old
lady. And it might break her.
“Thanks,” Sarah said, settling for a grin that lit an amused
twinkle in the faded gaze. Maisie’s clothes were nice, but not
obscenely expensive, and the large bag over a bent arm reminded
Sarah of Miss Marple—or at least how she imagined the ﬁctional
sleuth might look. There were, as the saying went, no ﬂies on
Maisie. She was surprised the old lady could stand upright with the
huge bag hanging off her arm. She looked like a gentle breeze
would knock her over, but like most Southern women, Maisie was
iron on the inside.
“I don’t think he’s a nice man,” she murmured.
This was the worst Maisie was known to say about anyone.
“No, he’s not,” Sarah agreed with more force than tact.
The pale gaze settled on Sarah’s face. “Is he bothering you?”
Sarah hesitated. “I think he likes…bothering people when he’s
bored. It never lasts.”
“Women. He bothers women,” Maisie said. She gave a tiny sniff
that said more than words.
“I think he bothers men when he feels like it,” Sarah said,
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thinking about Nell’s husband, Alex. Nell was her best friend and
Alex was a cop and a Baker—one of seven sons with six sisters—the
blonde crowd she’d maybe hoped to stand out in. It must be tough
for him when Nell was related to two local crime families. Afoniki
belonged to a third, which made things…interesting. Was that why
he hung around? Trying to keep tabs on the other families? Sarah
hadn’t seen the other two titular heads of those families tonight, but
that didn’t mean they weren’t here.
Even if she’d wanted a date with the creep—which she didn’t—
with Nell and Alex renting Sarah’s third ﬂoor, she had no desire to
stir the Baker pot that much. She did know her pots and stirring.
“He’s trouble like his great uncle,” Miss Maisie said. Her lips
pursed brieﬂy in distaste.
“You knew Alexsi?” Sarah shouldn’t be surprised. Miss Maisie’s
knowledge of the city and its people was as deep and wide as the
Mississippi river.
“Well, knew of,” she admitted. She eased closer to Sarah and
lowered her voice, the hand not being pulled down by the
handbag resting on Sarah’s arm. “Might have met him once or
twice. Back in the day he was more handsome than that rascal of
a nephew.”
Sarah felt her eyes widen.
“But I always know.” Maisie’s grip tightened on Sarah’s arm
with surprising force. Apparently the inner iron extended to the
outside. “I’ve always known,” Miss Maisie murmured, her gaze
getting that distant look that the elderly got when the past enveloped
them
“Known…what?” Sarah prompted, her voice soft.
“Who was good. And who wasn’t.” Miss Maisie’s gaze suddenly
focused and her hand dropped free of Sarah’s. “It’s kept me mostly
out of trouble.”
Sarah opened her mouth, then closed it again and grinned. Bet
the “mostly” was a good story. But that was another of the nice
things about Maisie. She didn’t gossip. Or spend too much time
“remembering when.”
Miss Maisie shifted, so that she could see Afoniki, talking to an
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animated young debutante, his face lit with charm. “There’s trouble
coming with that one, you mark my words.”
Sarah nodded, hoping the trouble wouldn’t touch her or Nell.
She didn’t have time for trouble.
But, of course it did.

Calvin Baker’s dad was a master of wordless disapproval. It
emanated in all directions from Zach’s usual place at the head of
the battered Baker kitchen table. It was ironic, but also no use
pointing this out, because Zach had never once said he didn’t
approve of his son’s choice to train for New Orleans’ equivalent of
SWAT. Cal’s ex-wife had been more vocal with her disapproval.
He’d heard it said that if the Marines were supposed to have wives,
they’d have been issued one. The same could be said for being in a
police tactical squad.
If Zach could have divorced him, it was possible he would have
—hence the irony, since Zach was a retired cop. But in Zach’s day,
he’d been known to assert, there’d been no SWAT nonsense—which
wasn’t exactly true. Special Weapons and Tactical groups dated
back to the 1960s. But Zach was a beat cop who’d worked his way
up to detective. And that’s how his sons were supposed to do it.
Zach hadn’t been thrilled about Cal’s time in the Organized
Crime Unit. And then Cal had been invited—and accepted that
invite—for an assignment in SWAT. And because they were Bakers,
Cal didn’t know how to explain to his dad that, while he’d also been
born with “serve and protect” in his DNA, he’d been bored by his
time on the regular beat. If he’d tried, Zach would have pointed out
that when Cal wasn’t kicking down doors, he was driving a beat in
the worst parts of the city. His choice was not without irony.
It was the crap beat his ex hated even more than the door-kick‐
ing. There was no question it had gotten increasingly dangerous to
be a cop—let alone one patrolling the projects. He’d been shot one
too many times. It wasn’t as if he liked being shot, he’d protested,
but it had already been too late. The thread that held them together
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had snapped long before the shooting. He just hadn’t realized it.
She’d waited until he was out of the hospital to leave. He’d told her
not to bother, but she’d always cared what people thought.
Cal didn’t miss her, a fact that bothered him because he’d
planned to stay married for life, like Zach who had married and
buried two wives. Loyalty was also imprinted on the Baker DNA.
He did miss living with a woman. Even a serially annoyed woman
softened the edges of a man’s world, left their soft scent lingering in
the air after they passed. He’d take the ﬁghts over going home to
silence and furred food in the fridge.
But he’d never again assume that a woman could handle his job
when his own tough-as-boots dad couldn’t.
He looked up and caught a sympathetic look from his dad’s—he
made himself think it—girlfriend, Becca Poole. She offered him a
second helping of dessert in lieu of comment. He took the bread
pudding and scooped up another spoonful, even though he was full
—also in lieu of comment.
“It’s good, thanks,” he said, breaking the silence with an effort.
He managed to not look at his watch. It wouldn’t move any faster
than the kitchen clock over his dad’s shoulder.
He glanced around, noting that Becca had begun to soften
Zach’s home. A touch here and there. Was she afraid they’d object
to her replacing the hammered furniture of their youth? With thir‐
teen kids from Zach’s two marriages, the place had taken a beating.
Maybe she’d up her efforts after the wedding. She hadn’t moved in,
as far as any of them could tell. And truth be told, none of them
wanted to know if she had. It was in the realm of things you didn’t
want to know about your dad, not to mention embarrassing that his
dad had a more active dating life than Cal did.
“Thank you.” Becca’s cheeks ﬂushed and she bit her lip, prob‐
ably trying to think of a noncontroversial conversation topic.
The trouble with Zach was, any topic could turn into a mine‐
ﬁeld if you weren’t up on the family gossip. Cal was only up on the
latest egress techniques.
With a quick, sidelong look at Zach, Becca took a dive into deep
waters.
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“Ben says you’re working on a robotics project.”
Cal nodded, also giving his dad a quick glance. “We don’t have
the budget for anything fancy, but I like tinkering.”
Zach made a sound that could have been a snort. Or a cough.
“Do you program it yourself ?” Becca persisted.
Was she really interested, or fed up with the silence? Cal
couldn’t tell.
“I program, too,” he admitted. He’d always been interested, but
it had languished until his divorce, freeing up large chunks of time.
He’d enjoyed strategy computer games until he joined SWAT. After
he’d done the real thing, the games never quite measured up,
though he still kept his hand in with a few of his favorites. He liked
ﬁguring out how to win.
Cal pushed his plate away and leaned back. He still had about
ten minutes before he could leave without too many glares.
“Anything interesting happening?” Cal asked into the silence.
He looked at Zach, then at Becca.
The edges of Becca’s mouth quivered. Good thing she had a
sense of humor.
“I think everyone is okay?” she said, making it a question as she
once again looked at Zach, her expression hitting somewhere
between reproving and amused. She half moved a hand, as if she
wanted to cover Zach’s with hers, and stopped herself.
They all must be fun to be around. Cal found it easy to give her
a real smile.
“Alex and Nell went to Mississippi,” Zach said, his expression
softening. He covered her hand with his with no sign of embar‐
rassment.
Cal tried to recall if he’d ever seen his dad embarrassed. Prob‐
ably hadn’t ever had time.
“Some beach time, they said,” Becca added. “Didn’t Ben have a
date tonight?”
Cal found his stomach tightening for no good reason. It wasn’t
as if his brother’s dating life was his business.
“Sarah?” Cal asked, his tone carefully indifferent.
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“No,” Becca said, shaking her head. “Sarah’s working tonight. A
charity do in the warehouse district, I believe.”
Cal didn’t shift under her innocent, but somehow intent gaze.
Thought he hid an inappropriate relief, too. Good thing his dad hadn’t
met her when Cal was a teenager. He had a feeling not much got by her.
It wasn’t like he had time—was interested in Sarah. He was just curious
which brother, Frank or Ben, would win the lady. She was, as Frank put
it, a cool drink of water—who was very good at hiding what she thought
and which brother she preferred. Nell said it was all those years with
massively embarrassing parents. Cal knew about embarrassing parents.
“Ingrid’s on duty tonight,” Zach said. He shot Cal a look under
his brows. “Like you.”
Not quite like Cal, but he didn’t point out that his sister was a
crime scene investigator who showed up after the bullets quit ﬂying.
Zach knew it, but still wasn’t thrilled about his little girl’s line of
work either.
“I’ll probably run into her then,” Cal said, meeting the look
calmly. If he’d been a beat cop, he would have, too. The murder
rate had improved the last year, but shootings hadn’t gone down
much. And odds were high where he patrolled. Even the people who
lived there didn’t like being there at night. Situationally, he shouldn’t
like it either, but he didn’t mind night shifts.
The silence built again. Cal presumed the rest of his siblings
were ﬁne, or at least hadn’t done anything to annoy their dad. Jillian
had once suggested they use an online spreadsheet to keep everyone
updated on who was where. Though it was a semi-joke in the city,
none of the Baker kids really liked “baking”—more than one of the
Bakers showing up at—a crime scene.
It might be another reason he’d opted for SWAT. He’d heard
jokes about family reunions at crime scenes. It wasn’t easy to carve
out a unique place for yourself when you were one of thirteen.
With relief, he saw that pumpkin time had arrived. He could
leave the party. He pushed his chair back and did the polite. Becca
held his hand for a moment longer than usual, and to his surprise,
he found himself pecking her cheek. She looked surprised, too, but
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also happy. Must be tough for her to crack a family as dense and
laconic as theirs.
Zach made a half move to give him a hug. Cal completed the
move, wrapping his arms around his dad, surprised as always that
he—who had always seemed larger-than-life—was actually shorter.
As hard as it was, because he was his father’s son, he always hugged
his family goodbye when he was with one of them. He knew that
every time he left, it could be the last time.

Keep reading Fais Do Do Die!

BEAUCOUP FRACAS

She doesn’t want to be there. He doesn’t either.
Private investigator, Gideon Baker, is on the trail of a missing
husband. A tip about the man’s car sends him to the Savoie Salvage
yard in steamy southern Louisiana, but the owner is dead and his
daughter, Jessica, is trying to sort out the mess her father left behind.
Jessica would rather be anywhere than dealing with the debris
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left behind by the father she never met. His salvage—aka junkyard
is giving her daddy issues and heat rash. Oh, and there is that dead
body.
Gideon and Jessica strike sparks—the good kind—as they ﬁnd
themselves following a trail of murder, betrayal, and classic cars.
Can they survive the heat and the gunshots long enough to fall
in love?
Cozy up with Beaucoup Fracas, the sixth installment in the
popular Big Uneasy series!

I had way too much fun with this story. For one thing, the heroine is
named after my daughter—who has the same problems with the
name that my daughter did.
It was also fun to switch things up and head into the Louisiana
countryside. I will say, I hadn’t initially planned on the junkyard, but
it worked out pretty well.
The book did make me hungry, though. I miss the smells, the
tastes and the sounds of Louisiana, but at least I get to remember
when when writing a new Big Uneasy book.

Reviews of Beaucoup Fracas:
“If you love cozy mystery, you’re going to want to read Beaucoup
Fracas. Don’t worry, this can be read as a standalone. If you’re a
romantic suspense fan, you’ll want to read Beaucoup Fracas. I wonder
which Baker sibling will be next. Highly recommend!”
N.N. Light
“I love these books! A wonderful, well constructed romp through
the underworld of Louisiana for a girl from Wyoming. I love Jessica,
and Gideon, and all of the characters are well drawn out. Very
enjoyable to read.” Amazon Reviewer
“I enjoy the charming cozy mystery style and the engaging main
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characters who are inevitably headed for a kiss.” Whiskey With
My Book
Grab your copy of Beaucoup Fracas now!

FAMILY TREED (SHORT STORY)

“Family Treed ” is a short story in my Big
Uneasy series. This short story is my amuse
bouche, because it is a taste, a quick bite for
my readers, a chance to check in on Nell
and Alex (from Relatively Risky).
Nell’s not sure why the mob wants to
have dinner with her. She is sure she wants a
cop at her side.
Alex wouldn’t let Nell dine with the mob
without him, despite much unease from his
many siblings.
But when Nell’s newly found relatives start making threatening
noises, Nell wonders if she’s putting Alex’s life in danger.
Can they survive dinner with the killing cousins? Grab Family
Treed and ﬁnd out!

Some Amazon reviews for Family Treed:
“Family Treed is the second in the Big Uneasy series. It is a short
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story that I read in one sitting. When I ﬁnished, I wanted MORE
since this was a story that really packed a punch. Like the previous
book, this was a well written story that just grabs you into the
storyline!”
“The author calls this story her amuse bouche and I completely
agree. The story was a delicious treat to read. It is like the potato
chip saying, you can't eat just one. Well, after reading this story you
will immediately be ready to eat that next chip, ummm, I meant to
say read on.”
“I deﬁnitely am looking forward to book 2 in the series.”
Amazon reviewer
“This was a good read for me. Couldn't put it down until I had
ﬁnished it. I would deﬁnitely recommend reading this book/short
story.”
“In short, this little gem pleasantly surprised me. I was so
impressed that I have since bought the ﬁrst audio book in the series
to see where it all began!”
Can they survive dinner with the killing cousins? Grab Family
Treed and ﬁnd out!

SAMPLE - FAMILY TREED

It was a dark and stormy night.
A shot hadn’t rung out.
Yet.
She was having dinner with the mob.
Nell Whitby didn’t want to have dinner with Aleksi Afoniki and
his creepy nephew, Dimitri. She didn’t want to have anything to do
with any of them. Miss Manners had been no help with an invite
minus an RSVP. So here she was. About to drive into the den of the
Russian Wolf and his, um, evil cub.
The invite had been directed to her and her best friend, Sarah,
but Nell hadn’t told her. Hadn’t planned to tell Alex either. You
didn’t spit into the wind or expose your friends to the mob, even if
one of the friends was a big tough cop.
Nell stole a peek at the big tough cop. Alex Baker had been
showing up, off and mostly on, since her world spun off its axis
into weird mob-relatives-ness. Even though the on times had gotten
more frequent, there was a part of Nell that expected him to bolt at
some point. He was a cop, the son of a cop, the sibling of legal
types up the whazoo. She was related to two mob families and had
been insistently invited to dinner with a third mob family. If that
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weren’t enough of a kiss of death for the relationship, Alex, the
oldest of thirteen, had a serious kid phobia going. And she
attracted kids like honey attracted ants. It was a hookup made in
hell.
He’d probably break her heart. She kept telling herself to tell
him no when he called. So far she’d not listened to herself. She
hadn’t had a lot of cute guy in her life up to now, and he was the
poster guy for cute. Dark hair. Tall, with broad shoulders and
narrow hips. His eyes were an amazing blue and he had a stubborn,
needs-a-shave jaw. Had tough guy down pat, but not bad boy. He
wasn’t bad. He was good. He couldn’t leap tall buildings, stop
bullets, or outrun locomotives. But he’d saved her life once or twice,
made her heart skip with a look, and kissed her like he didn’t want
to stop. How did a girl say no to that?
He looked at her and grinned, and yup, her heart skipped.
Despite the skipping, she noticed that he didn’t look worried enough
for a guy about to drive into the Wolf ’s den.
“You’re not wearing a wire, are you?” Did she hope he was?
The idea his many law-minded siblings might be listening in was a
bit comforting, but not if it got them killed. Bullets did move faster
than cars. It was the kind of physics even a former librarian
could do.
He grinned. “Afoniki’d expect that.”
Not exactly a no. “But you’re carrying?” Did not seem like a
good idea to go in without one of them armed and dangerous. She
might be a bit wistful that she wasn’t the one. It’s not that she
wanted to shoot someone again—she mentally winced over that
memory—but it felt wrong to be the unarmed lamb among the
Russian wolves. His grin widened. Armed, dangerous and cute
enough to kiss. She half sighed.
“You nervous?” Alex slowed his truck and gave her a concerned
look.
Lightning ﬂashed against thick dark clouds, ﬁtfully illuminating
the brooding outlines of the mob mansion. It was such a cliché.
How had they managed it? Did they have something on Mother
Nature, too? She studied the appropriately sinister gates, their
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widening gap a bit too canine. The heavy rain made them almost
foam. A cliché on steroids.
“I’m scared almost out of my mind,” she said lightly, as if
joking, even though it was the truth. When his look of concern
deepened, she summoned up a smile, though it had some wry to it.
“If the old man is half as creepy as the nephew…”
She’d met Dimitri Afoniki about the same time the past bitchslapped her. Hadn’t liked him before she found out he was a
wise guy.
“We can leave,” Alex offered.
“And drive straight to Wit-Sec?” Just how offended would the
wise geezer be if she stood him up? Did she want to ﬁnd out?
Alex considered the question, then shrugged. “Maybe the food
will be good?”
As if they’d sensed her desire to ﬂee while she could, the gates
snapped closed behind them with an ominous clang. Okay, maybe
ominous was a bit dramatic. A lot of people knew where they were
going, most of them related to Alex and packing weapons. If they
disappeared, there’d be a lot of heat on the Afonikis. Of course, the
fact that they lived in New Orleans seemed to indicate they could
handle the heat.
Alex steered his truck along the drive that curved toward the
house. It passed under a portico, then turned back toward the gate.
Every light in every room of the house appeared to be on but it still
managed to be unwelcoming. Some goons waited under the portico,
and one of them stepped forward to open her door. The other goon
opened Alex’s door and indicated his intention to park the truck for
him. Or drive it off for stripping and shipping to Mexico. She
should probably set her expectations low when breaking bread with
a wise geezer.
At least she wasn’t related to Afoniki.
She hoped. Were there still secrets waiting to ooze up out of the
past? Was that why he’d summoned her to meet some of her mob
cousins in this so-called neutral territory?
The ornate entry was about as welcoming as a funeral parlor.
Nell looked around. No, that was unfair to funeral parlors. They
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were deﬁnitely more welcoming. Though this place smelled better.
Maybe the food would be good. There was a brief transition from
damp warm outside into headache-inducing cold inside, then the
large doors closed them in the wise dwelling and there was no more
warm. Just cold.
Another goon, who bore a faint resemblance to a butler, indi‐
cated her sweater with a brusque, “Take that?”
Nell clutched the edges and shook her head. Maybe her host
had cranked down the A/C to enhance the house’s “Return of the
Czars” theme. Too bad she’d left her white fur coat in the store.
With the new dress she also couldn’t afford. When she and Alex
stopped at the doorway of an obscenely ornate room, occupied by a
small cluster of possible cousins and Dimitri, Nell realized she was
not the only one to go with the basic little black dress.
And that not all little black dresses were created equal.

Can they survive dinner with the killing cousins? Grab Family Treed
and ﬁnd out!

THE “A” WITHOUT THE “Q”

Some answers to some questions about upcoming books (if I live
long enough to write them).
Yes, there will be a sequel of some kind to Out of Time. I’m
working on it, and am optimistic it will release in 2020 (it did! Get
Just in Time -An Out of Time Story here!). Since time travel tends to
involve travel to the past, there is a lot more research involved than
when I just make up my science, leaving myself some wiggle room!
Yes, Project Enterprise will have more books. Not sure how
many, but I like the series, too, and plan to keep writing them as
long as I continue to like the series.
Yes, Pets in Space anthologies will continue, but under a new
Captain! Look for #6 in 2021!
I’m not sure if I will write more books in An Uneasy Future. Right
now the sales don’t justify the time, but I hope to write more. They
are just further down the production list.
Moment of hard truth here. I am an independent author, which
means I do all the work. I write the books. I format the books. I hire
and pay for cover designers and editors. Then I do all the setting up
at the various vendors. After that, I do all the promotion. I also have
to pay all the bills to to maintain my web presence and pay anyone
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who does work for me. I need 48 hours in a day, but there are still
only 24. I need buckets of money. So far, well, I’m making ends
meet.
If you love a series and want more, the best way to harass me to
write it is a) tell all your friends about the series and hope they buy it
and tell all their friends who tell all their friends. It also helps if
readers write reviews for my books. This opens up advertising
opportunities which also helps me ﬁnd new readers which helps me
make more on my books.
Yes, it does boil down (to some extent) to money. I have to spend
my time where I make money so I can continue to do all the things
for my writing business. In my dreams, I also hope to hire help so
that my business runs like I have 48 hours in the day.
But…there are some books I write because I want to read them,
too. lol
But the best encouragement you can give me is a) tell others
about my books; b) write reviews of my books so I know someone
else likes them; and last but not at all least, c) please don’t download
my books from pirate sites. If you can’t afford to buy copies, ask
your local library to order them for you. My books are available to
libraries at a very reasonable cost to them, resulting in a win—> you
get to read my books for free AND win—> I get paid so I can afford
to keep writing.
Thanks for your interest in my books. I’m a reader, too, so I
know what YOUR time is worth.
Happy reading!
Perilously yours,
Pauline

KEEP UP WITH PERILOUS PAULINE

To ﬁnd out about my releases, be sure to sign up for my New
Release eZine and get a free eBook!
And if you want to talk books, you can ﬁnd me here:
My Blog Facebook Fan Page Twitter Google+ Pinterest Linked In
Goodreads
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