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CHAPTER ONE
Some People Just Need Shooting



When I was nine, I formed a Silly Putty pecker for my Ken doll, knowing he’d have no chance of fulfilling Barbie’s needs given the permanent state of erectile dysfunction with which the toy designers at Mattel had cursed him. I knew a little more about sex than most girls, what with growing up in the country and all. The first time I saw our neighbor’s Black Angus bull mount an unsuspecting heifer, my two older brothers explained it all to me.

“He’s getting him some,” they’d said.

“Some what?” I’d asked.

“Nooky.”

We watched through the barbed-wire fence until the strange ordeal was over. Frankly, the process looked somewhat uncomfortable for the cow, who continued to chew her cud throughout the entire encounter. But when the bull dismounted, nuzzled her chin, and wandered away, I swore I saw a smile on that cow’s face and a look of quiet contentment in her eyes. She was in love.

I’d been in search of that same feeling for myself ever since.



My partner and I had spent the afternoon huddled at a cluttered desk in the back office of an auto parts store perusing the owner’s financial records, searching for evidence of tax fraud. Yeah, you got me. I work for the IRS. Not exactly the kind of career that makes a person popular at cocktail parties. But those brave enough to get to know me learn I’m actually a nice person, fun even, and they have nothing to fear. I have better things to do than nickel-and-dime taxpayers whose worst crime was inflating the value of the Glen Campbell albums they donated to Goodwill.

“I’ll be right back, Tara.” My partner smoothed the front of his starched white button-down as he stood from the folding chair. Eddie Bardin was tall, lean, and African-American, but having been raised in the upper-middle-class, predominately white Dallas suburbs, he had a hard time connecting to his roots. He’d had nothing to overcome, unless you counted his affinity for Phil Collins’s music, Heineken beer, and khaki chinos, tastes that he had yet to conquer. Eddie was more L.L. Bean than LL Cool J.

I nodded to Eddie and tucked an errant strand of my chestnut hair behind my ear. Turning back to the spreadsheet in front of me, I flicked aside the greasy burger and onion ring wrappers the store’s owner, Jack Battaglia, had left on the desk after lunch. I couldn’t make heads or tails out of the numbers on the page. Battaglia didn’t know jack about keeping books and, judging from his puny salaries account, he’d been too cheap to hire a professional.

A few seconds after Eddie left the room, the door to the office banged open. Battaglia loomed in the doorway, his husky body filling the narrow space. He wore a look of purpose and his store’s trademark bright green jumpsuit, the cheerful color at odds with the open box cutter clutched in his furry-knuckled fist.

“Hey!” Instinctively, I leaped from my seat, the metal chair falling over behind me and clanging to the floor.

Battaglia lunged at me. My heart whirled in my chest. There was no time to pull my gun. The best I could do was throw out my right arm to deflect his attempt to plunge the blade into my jugular. The sharp blade slid across my forearm, just above my wrist, but with so much adrenaline rocketing through my system, I felt no immediate pain. If not for the blood seeping through the sleeve of my navy nylon raid jacket, I wouldn’t have even known I’d been cut. Underneath was my favorite pink silk blouse, a coup of a find on the clearance rack at Neiman Marcus Last Call, now sliced open, the blood-soaked material gaping to reveal a short but deep gash.

My jaw clamped tighter than a chastity belt on a pubescent princess. This jerk was going down.

My block had knocked him to the side. Taking advantage of our relative positioning, I threw a roundhouse kick to Battaglia’s stomach, my steel-toed cherry-red Dr. Martens sinking into his soft paunch. The shoes were the perfect combination of utility and style, another great find at a two-for-one sale at the Galleria.

The kick didn’t take the beer-bellied bastard out of commission, but at least it sent him backward a few feet, putting a little more distance between us. A look of surprise flashed across Battaglia’s face as he stumbled backward. He clearly hadn’t expected a skinny, five-foot-two-inch bookish woman to put up such a fierce fight.

Neener-neener.

He regained his footing just as I yanked my Glock from my hip holster. I pointed the gun at his face, a couple drops of blood running down my arm and dropping to the scuffed gray tile floor. “Put the box cutter down.”

He stiffened, his face turning purple with fury. “Shit. IRS agents carry guns now?”

Although people were familiar with tax auditors, the concept of a special agent—a tax cop—eluded most. But we’d been busting tax cheats for decades. Heck, when no other law enforcement agency could get a charge to stick, we were the ones to finally bring down Al Capone. And if we could nab a tough guy like Capone, this pudgy twerp didn’t stand a chance.

By our best estimate, Battaglia had cheated the federal government and honest Americans out of at least eighty grand and didn’t seem too happy when Eddie and I’d shown up to collect. Now, with my partner on a potty break, Battaglia was treating me like I was a shrimp and he was a chef at Benihana.

The madman sneered at me, revealing teeth yellowed by age and excessive soda consumption. He waved the blade in the air. “If you shoot me, you better shoot to kill. ’Cause if you don’t, I’m gonna carve you like a pumpkin.”

My gunmetal-gray-blue eyes bored into Battaglia’s. “Daddy had a strict rule about firearms. Anything we killed we had to eat. No amount of barbecue sauce would make a hairy guy like you palatable.”

He raised the box cutter higher. Now that just burned me up. He didn’t think I’d do it. He was wrong. Still, I’d only shoot as a last resort. Not because I was some kind of bleeding heart. There was just too much paperwork involved. Besides, gunplay was hell on a manicure and I’d just had my fingers freshly French-tipped yesterday.

Since threats hadn’t worked, I decided to try persuasion. “Look. If I shoot you, I’ll have to fill out a form. I hate filling out forms.”

He snorted and rolled his eyes. “You hate filling out forms and you took a job with the IRS? What are you, some kind of idiot?”

So much for my powers of persuasion. Now I was beyond burned up. Now I was hot and bothered. “Drop the box cutter, you sorry son of a bitch.”

There I went again, exposing my country roots. Growing up in the rural east Texas town of Nacogdoches, I was taught how to curse a blue streak by my brothers. But now I was a sophisticated city girl living in Dallas, a member of the Junior League, and I needed to act like it. Problem was, this jerk was making it hard to remember my manners.

Battaglia lunged again, a green blubbery blur coming right at me. I ducked aside just in time to avoid being slashed again and hollered for my partner. Eddie appeared in the doorway, spotted the box cutter, and took a running leap onto Battaglia’s back. Battaglia outweighed Eddie by a good hundred pounds. He managed to stay on his feet, but with Eddie riding him his focus shifted from slicing me to shreds to shedding the tall guy playing horsey with him. It was just the opportunity I needed. I took aim.

Blam!

The bullet hit the blade of the box cutter, sending it flying out of Battaglia’s hand. Battaglia let out a throat-searing scream, barely audible over the ringing in my ears from the gun blast. Eddie screamed too, but I wouldn’t embarrass him later by pointing it out. Eddie slid off the man’s back and I slid my gun back into the holster. A foot hooked behind the ankles, an elbow jammed into the solar plexus, and the guy fell on his butt with a fwump. Ta-da!

Eddie yanked Battaglia’s arms behind him and slapped cuffs onto his wrists. Click-click. After rolling Battaglia onto his side, he stood over him, his gun pointed at Battaglia’s head.

I took a deep, calming breath. With Battaglia now immobilized, the adrenaline waned and the hurt kicked in full force. Yee-ow! The cut pulsed with a raw, prickly pain. I gritted my teeth and checked my manicure. My index fingernail was chipped. Damn. Should’ve killed the asshole when I had the chance.

Eddie must’ve seen me wince, because he trotted back to the tiny bathroom across the hall and returned with a stack of white paper towels from the dispenser, pressing them firmly to my forearm. A few seconds later, he lifted the towels and peeked under them. “Looks like you’ll live. Besides, experiences like this build character.”

As if. “Right.”

Sure, Eddie talked tough, but I’d seen his face when he noticed the blood on my arm, that flash of alarm and concern. He wasn’t fooling me.

Eddie jerked his head at Battaglia. “You want the honors?”

“Hell, yeah.” I reached into the pocket of my raid jacket and pulled out the black wallet that held my creds. I finagled a laminated card out of the wallet—my rookie cheat sheet. Stepping directly in front of Battaglia, I read from it, making a conscious effort to control my natural Southern twang. “You have the right to remain silent.”

Battaglia glared up at me from the floor. “Screw you, bitch.”

“I said you have the right to remain silent.” I waved the card at him. “Nowhere on here does it say you have the right to be an obnoxious dipshit.”

Not only are steel-toed shoes great for kicking, they also serve as effective gag devices. When Battaglia opened his foul mouth again, I shoved the toe of my shoe into it. The Treasury’s special agent manual didn’t exactly recommend this technique as standard operating procedure, but when you’re in the field sometimes you have to improvise. Battaglia struggled on the floor, gagging and whipping his head from side to side in a futile attempt to dislodge the shoe wedged between his lips. I rattled off the remaining Miranda warnings, slid the card back into the wallet, and removed my shoe from Battaglia’s mouth.

“Let’s get him out of here.” Eddie jerked the man to his feet and pushed him out the door of his office and onto the sales floor of the auto parts store. I followed, stopping briefly to wipe the saliva from the toe of my shoe with a chamois displayed at the end of aisle three. Eddie pushed Battaglia forward, his gun shoved into the man’s right kidney.

We squeezed past a teenage boy wearing saggy jeans, a Nickelback concert T-shirt, and a metal hoop through his left eyebrow. He turned to us and held up a package. “This the right spark plug for a ’72 El Camino?”

“Nah, kid,” Battaglia said as Eddie forced him past. “You want the one on the top shelf.”

A bewildered female clerk looked on as I called the U.S. Marshal’s office from my cell phone and Eddie kept a gun trained on her boss, sitting against the front wall like a naughty schoolboy. After I finished the call, I stole a look under the paper towels to see if the cut on my arm had stopped bleeding. Almost.

When the marshals arrived, Eddie gave them the rundown. One of the men eyed me with something akin to hero worship. “You shot a box cutter out of his hand? Really?”

“Yep.” I forced a smile. True, I was a great shot. But what wasn’t great was that I’d occasion to prove it. Just because we special agents were trained to handle weapons didn’t mean we could use them willy-nilly. Any use of force deemed excessive or unnecessary could lead to dire consequences. Reprimands. Desk jobs. Dismissal.

After the marshals hauled Battaglia away, Eddie gathered up the store’s records, stuffed them into two cardboard boxes we found in the storeroom, and carried them out to my BMW. He dropped the boxes into the trunk and slammed it closed.

I put a hand on Eddie’s arm. “Eddie?”

My partner glanced down at my hand, then up at me. My concerns must have been written on my face because Eddie said, “You had to use your gun, Tara. There’s no way we could’ve wrestled the weapon out of Battaglia’s hand. Not with the way he was carrying on.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Really.”

I released my grip on his arm. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

It was comforting to know Eddie was on my side, sure, but his words failed to totally reassure me.

Eddie and I climbed into my car. From my purse I retrieved my sunglasses, a stylish tortoiseshell pair with silver-plated scrollwork earpieces, Brighton knockoffs. I slid them on, glancing over at Eddie. “Want to go topless?”

“Sure. We could use the fresh air.” He pushed up the sleeves on his raid jacket. “Besides, I gotta work on my tan.”

“Yeah, right.” The guy was already the color of hot chocolate and, when he wasn’t being a smart-ass, could be just as sweet.

I pushed the button to lower the Beamer’s black vinyl top. The motor whirred as the top folded back, letting in the already warm early March air. In north Texas, spring starts around Valentine’s Day and wraps up by Easter. Then we have eight months of summer, maybe a month each of fall and winter, and head right back into warmer weather. Not that I was complaining. The warm weather gave me plenty of opportunity to drive with the top down on my convertible Electric Red 325Ci.

On a government salary, I’d never be able to afford one of these babies brand-new. This particular car had been seized by the Treasury Department to satisfy delinquent taxes owed by some deadbeat who thought the feds wouldn’t catch up with him. Surprise! His loss was my gain. I’d bought the car for a song last month when the government auctioned it off.

Eddie glanced over at me, our little moment now over, his smart-ass side back in business. “Who would have gotten this cherry car if Battaglia had managed to kill you today?”

“Shut up, Eddie.”

“I’m just asking. Any chance your partner is mentioned in your will?” He cocked his head and flashed a toothy, hopeful smile.

My grip involuntarily tightened on the steering wheel. “What part of ‘shut up’ did you not understand?”

I knew Eddie was only trying to make light of the situation in his own goofy way, but the truth was Battaglia could have put an end to our lives today.

And it scared the hell out of me.

Sure, I could pull off the tough-chick routine, but when it really came down to it I enjoyed being alive and preferred to stay that way. A little danger kept the blood pumping, but getting killed was something I could live without. Especially when everything in my closet was so last season, nothing I wanted to be buried and spend eternity in.

I reached down to turn on the stereo, tuned it to my favorite country station, and cranked up the volume to drown out that voice in my head telling me that maybe I should prepare a will, just in case I wasn’t so lucky next time. The voice was also warning me I’d be in big trouble once I got back to the office. I revved the engine, exited the parking lot, and headed back to headquarters.

When my boss found out I’d fired my gun, she’d kick my ass. But what can I say? Some people just need shooting.

 






CHAPTER TWO
A Case of My Own



Viola, the longtime secretary for Criminal Investigations, shook her gray curls and reached across her cheap metal desk to take the form from me. She glanced at the paper, her brow furrowing when she noted the caption. “A firearm discharge?”

“Sorry. Believe me, I hate paperwork as much as you do.”

Viola shot me a skeptical look over the top of her bifocals.

Treasury Department procedures require special agents to file a report any time they discharge a firearm. My superiors would have to investigate the incident, make sure the shooting was justified. I wasn’t looking forward to my interrogation. There was no telling how things would turn out when the director of field operations and internal affairs reviewed the facts. My instinctive reactions, decisions made in the heat of the moment and driven by fear and adrenaline, would be examined under a microscope, second-guessed, analyzed to death. Hell, the nightly news ran stories all the time about cops raked over the coals for using their Tasers or shooting criminals who’d resisted arrest or pulled a weapon. Some of the officers faced criminal charges themselves for the shootings. If their defense attorneys could whip out a loaded handgun and aim it at the jurors, no doubt fewer cops would be indicted. Maybe I should bring a box cutter to my hearing, rush at the men who’d decide my fate, give them a small taste of what I’d just gone through. Then again, I’d never get a box cutter through building security. Only officially issued weapons were allowed inside.

Viola stamped the form with today’s date, added it to a stack of documents to be copied and routed, and turned her eyes back on me. “So? What happened?”

Eddie perched on the edge of Viola’s desk, his long legs stretching all the way to the floor. He turned to Viola. “The dude who owned the store came at her with a box cutter. Tara had no choice but to shoot.”

This time Viola shot Eddie her skeptical look.

“It’s true.” I removed my raid jacket and pulled back the sleeve on my blouse to show Viola the oozing two-inch gash on my forearm, a bloody souvenir from the bust. “The guy was freaked, but he walked away without a scratch.” Which was more than I could say for myself. I was both scratched and freaked. But I was trying hard to hide the latter. In my line of work, any sign of wimpiness put you on the fast track to a desk job. No way could I sit behind a desk all day. I’d ridden a desk for the past four years at a stuffy downtown accounting firm and it had just about done me in.

Working at Martin and McGee had been excruciating. Day after day crunching numbers in a cramped cubicle surrounded by other accountants crunching numbers in their cramped cubicles, the only sound the clickety-click of dozens of drones inputting information into spreadsheets and tax forms. By the end of the day, my ass would be numb from sitting for ten hours straight. If I’d stayed at that mind-numbing, ass-numbing job a day longer, the cleaning crew would have found me dead at my desk from a self-inflicted pencil shoved through my eye.

Viola took hold of my wrist and inspected the cut, her maternal instincts overcoming her usual I-don’t-get-paid-enough-to-put-up-with-this-crap demeanor. “You better get that looked at.”

“I will.” I hoped I wouldn’t need a tetanus shot. I had enough holes in my arm for the moment.

Eddie and I headed out of Viola’s office and down the hall, cutting out of work early. One bust was enough for one day. Besides, it was Friday and I had plans to attend a black-tie charity event at the Dallas Arboretum tonight. I’d need a little extra time to stop by the nail salon to have my manicure repaired.

Eddie slung his jacket over his arm as we walked down the narrow hallway, which glowed a faint, eerie green from the shiny industrial paint and fluorescent lighting. “I loved the way you shut that guy up today.”

“A lady like me doesn’t appreciate foul language.”

He snickered. “Lady?”

I shot him a shut-up glare. “You’re lucky my arm’s hurt or I’d punch you right about now.”

Eddie eyed me intently, the humor now gone from his face. “What is it with you, girl? I’ve been a special agent for eight years and haven’t once had to fire my gun.”

I shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.” I didn’t tell Eddie what I was really thinking. That scumbags like Battaglia didn’t take a petite woman like me seriously. If the only way I could earn respect was by drawing my gun, what future did I have in this job?

Probably none.

I’d come to work at the Dallas IRS office just six weeks ago after completing extensive training at the Federal Law Enforcement facility in Glynco, Georgia, where I’d earned the distinction of being the best marksman in the group of trainees. Although the hard-core agents who trained us seemed surprised to see a woman hit every paper target square in the heart, I knew I’d shine on the firing course. Having a gun nut for a father and two brothers who lived for deer season, I’d learned how to handle a gun before I was fully potty trained. Daddy’d bought me my first Daisy BB gun as a present for my third birthday. Every day I’d practice shooting empty root beer cans off the old picnic table in our backyard.

When I was a little older, my father took me to the skeet range, where I quickly learned to hit a moving target. With a sharp eye and a fast finger, I rarely missed, though I’d limited my shots to nonliving targets. I’d never seen the sport in hunting, especially when timed feeders and deer blinds were involved, and I sure as heck wasn’t going to douse myself with animal urine to mask my scent. Chanel No. 5 was more my style, thank you very much. The only hunting I did was bargain hunting.

Eddie and I tiptoed as we neared the open office door of our boss, Lu Lobozinski, aka “the Lobo.” We heard the Lobo speaking with Ross O’Donnell, an attorney from the Justice Department who represented the Treasury on a regular basis. We ducked and darted past, hoping we wouldn’t be noticed sneaking out early.

“Tara!” barked Lu’s raspy, two-packs-a-day voice. “Get your butt back here.”

So much for sneaking. I sighed and performed a quick about-face.

Eddie followed me back down the hall, putting his thumbs in his ears and wiggling his fingers at me. “Tara’s in trouble, Tara’s in trouble.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Grow up, would ya?”

I stuck my head in the door and eyed the pear-shaped older woman, sitting in her cushy high-back leather chair behind her expansive, paper-covered desk. Lu had been with the IRS since the late sixties and appeared to have time-traveled from that decade. Today she sported a lime-green polyester pantsuit with shiny black vinyl go-go boots. The box of hair color may have said “strawberry blond,” but the Lobo’s eight-inch beehive was really more pink than red, like a cotton-candy wig. Take forty years and forty pounds off her and she could star in an Austin Powers movie.

When I’d interviewed for a special agent position several months ago, Lu had leaned forward across her desk, her eyes—fringed with sixties-style false eyelashes—narrowed and fixed on mine. “I didn’t get to be director of criminal investigations because I’ve got a vagina, and I didn’t sleep my way to the top.”

“I believe you.” What man would have the balls to approach such a tough broad? Besides, the polyester pantsuits did nothing for her sex appeal.

She’d pointed her lit cigarette at me, her smoking a blatant violation of office policy but one nobody apparently dared to challenge. “I’m director because me and my people have collected over ninety-seven million dollars in past-due taxes for this agency.”

“Impressive.”

She took a deep drag on her cigarette and blew the smoke out through her nose. “Don’t suck up.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She flicked ashes into a Styrofoam cup containing the dregs of her morning coffee. “As soon as I reach a hundred mil, I’m retiring.”

My gaze locked on hers through the swirling smoke. “Hire me and before you know it you’ll be sitting around in your bathrobe watching soap operas and sucking down bonbons.”

She stared at me for a few seconds, her cigarette poised just inches from her lips. I didn’t look away. And I didn’t blink.

She took another drag on her cigarette, then shot a poof of smoke out the side of her mouth. “You’re hired.”

“Hot damn.”

But that was then and this is now, and now I was in the Lobo’s office trying to defend myself while Eddie and Ross looked on. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but there was nothing else I could do.”

The Lobo frowned, her thin, drawn-on brows pulled together in a single line. “What the hell’re you talking about, Holloway?”

So she didn’t know I’d fired my gun. Yet. “Um … nothing?”

Lu held out a business card between two fingers that might be wrinkled if they weren’t so meaty. She waved it impatiently, cigarette ashes dropping onto her desk. I stepped forward and took the card from her, careful to avoid the lit cigarette. The card read “Christina Marquez, Drug Enforcement Agency.”

“Who’s this?”

“A rookie at the DEA. Some granny reported that an ice-cream man named Joe Cullen sold her fourteen-year-old grandson a joint right along with his Fudgsicle. You and Marquez are going to put the ice-cream man out of business and get our piece of the pie.”

Ironically, the IRS doesn’t discriminate against dirty money, demanding its share of the profits whether earned legally or not. Since most illegal income goes unreported, the Treasury’s special agents are often pulled into other agencies’ investigations to locate and seize the government’s share of the revenue.

Lu flicked ashes into an orange plastic ashtray. “I ran a check on Cullen. An electronics store filed a cash transaction report on him last year. He bought thirteen grand in stereo and television equipment with cash, but he’s only reported fifteen thousand in income on his tax returns for the past few years.”

Those numbers didn’t add up. The guy definitely had some “splainin” to do.

I turned to Ross, a squat guy in his early thirties wearing a basic brown suit, his skin pale from long hours spent in windowless courtrooms, his dark hair beginning to give way to male-pattern baldness. Ross was blessed with the unflappable demeanor of Mr. Rogers, his ability to remain calm under pressure an obvious asset in a field where constant conflict was the name of the game.

“Do we have a search warrant?”

Ross shook his head. “No go. Judge Trumbull said she needs more than the statement of some quote-unquote snot-nosed bed wetter before she’ll let y’all go barging into the guy’s home and ransack his panty drawer.”

Appointed by John F. Kennedy during the heyday of the civil rights movement, Magistrate Judge Alice Trumbull had been on the bench as long as the Lobo’d been with the Treasury. The two had a long history of butting beehived heads. How a liberal judge like Trumbull had survived in the tight-assed, conservative political climate of Dallas was beyond me.

The Lobo stubbed out her cigarette and set the ashtray aside. “You’ll need to go undercover, Tara, get some more evidence on this guy before we can proceed.”

Eddie, who’d been eavesdropping outside the door, stepped into the Lobo’s office. “You’re cutting our baby girl loose on her own?”

At twenty-seven I was hardly a baby, though I was the newest, youngest, and smallest special agent in the office.

Lu leaned back in her padded chair and put her hands behind her head. “This guy’s small-time stuff, Eddie. Too pissant for any of our experienced agents to bother with.”

But not too pissant for me, the newbie. I probably should’ve been insulted by the exchange, but I was too excited to finally have my own case to care. “Woo-hoo!” I threw my fists in the air. Big mistake. The pain in my arm kicked back in with a vengeance.

Lu shot me her cut-the-crap look. “Give Marquez a call.”

“Will do. See ya’, Ross.”

I slipped the business card into my wallet and Eddie and I stepped back out into the hall.

“I remember my first solo case,” Eddie said, holding the glass door open for me as we headed out of the building. “Busted a middle-aged mom who volunteered to serve as treasurer for the PTA at her kid’s school. Stole twenty grand before they caught on to her.”

“Shoot, that’s low. What did she do with the money?”

“Lotto scratch-offs. The irony is she actually won, doubled the money. The school used the extra funds for asbestos removal and a field trip to the planetarium.”

We rounded the building, making our way into the adjacent parking lot.

“Any big plans for the weekend?” I asked Eddie.

“Just the usual. Soccer games and birthday parties.” Eddie and his wife, Sandra, had twin six-year-old girls who were not only demons on the soccer field but also very popular judging from the number of birthday parties they were invited to. “I’m going broke buying Barbie dolls for all those little girls.”

“Remind me to buy stock in Toys ‘R’ Us.”

Eddie and I reached our cars, parked side by side in our usual spots at the far end of the lot. “See ya.”

Eddie gave me a two-finger salute and climbed into his maroon minivan, ready to return to his role as husband and father.

I lowered the top on my Beamer, slid my sunglasses on, and left the lot. Carrie Underwood blared from my speakers as I drove to a minor emergency clinic a few blocks from the office. I parked in the back lot so my precious car wouldn’t be dinged by the doors of a lesser vehicle. Two spots down sat a gleaming blue Dodge Viper, pimped out with shiny spinner hubcaps and a personalized license plate that read DR AJAY. I walked around to the front of the building and opened the door.

The redheaded receptionist glanced up as I came in, and had a clipboard ready for me by the time I reached the counter. Her nametag said KELSEY and her yawn said her day had been a long one. “What’s your medical issue?”

I pulled back my sleeve for the second time to show off my battle wound.

Kelsey’s freckled nose scrunched. “Ouch. What happened?”

I took the clipboard from her. “I was attacked by a nut with a box cutter. Had to shoot it out of his hand.” Okay, so that last part was bragging. But not many people had my gun skills and I was proud of them.

She looked me up and down, taking in my conservative business attire and diminutive stature, clearly dubious. “You a police officer?”

“IRS. Special agent.” When she still looked confused, I added, “Tax cop.”

“Oh.” She handed me a pen. “Sounds dangerous.”

I shrugged. “Your job seems scarier to me. You could be exposed to the Ebola virus or flesh-eating bacteria.”

“We don’t see too much of those around here. The worst thing I’ve seen was a guy who came in here with a light bulb stuck up his—”

“Stop!” I held up a palm. “I’m getting a visual.”

Kelsey shuddered. “You’re right. It’s too horrifying to talk about.” She gestured toward a row of chairs. “Take a seat. Dr. Maju will be with you shortly.”

I sat in the closest chair and filled out the forms. I checked the boxes to indicate no, I’d never suffered from asthma, heart palpitations, hemorrhoids, or an STD, and no, I wasn’t pregnant. Can’t get pregnant when you’re not getting any.

Sigh.

When I’d completed the forms, I returned to the counter. Dr. Ajay Maju walked up behind Kelsey and placed a file on her desk. Dr. Maju was Indian, on the short side, with shaggy-stylish shiny black hair and thick brows. His white lab coat hung open to reveal fashionably torn blue jeans and a green Abercrombie & Fitch T-shirt. Dr. Maju appeared to be only a year or two out of medical school, not much older than me. But hopefully he’d be competent enough to handle my minor medical problem. He was attractive in an oddly boyish, slightly exotic kind of way.

“You were slashed with a box cutter?” Despite his all-American attire, his staccato words were tinged with a Hindi accent. The guy was a poster child for culture clash.

“Yep.” I stuck out my arm.

Dr. Maju held my wrist and took a quick peek, then waved for me to follow him.

“Here’s Ms. Holloway’s file.” Kelsey handed the doctor a thin manila folder as he left the reception area.

Once we were in the examination room, I hopped onto the table, the stiff white paper crinkling under me. The doctor set my file on the counter. He grabbed a stethoscope and a blood pressure monitor from a drawer and checked my pulse and blood pressure. When he was done, he pulled a tiny black flashlight out of the pocket of his lab coat and shined it in my right eye.

I tried not to blink. “What’s that for?”

“Mostly just to irritate my patients.” He shined the light in my other eye and called for a nurse.

The doc cleaned my wound with antiseptic, the acrid smell burning my nostrils. Once the blood was gone, he inspected the cut more closely. “You’re going to need a few stitches.”

Shoot. “Will I need a tetanus shot, too?”

Dr. Maju consulted my computer file. “No. You are good for another three years.”

Thank heaven for small favors.

I turned my head away and contemplated the illustrated breast exam poster on the side wall, my eyes focused on the cartoon nipple while Dr. Maju injected a local anesthetic, sewed me up, then affixed a square bandage over the wound. When he finished, he turned my inner arm upward, thumped on a vein with his index finger, and drew some blood. He handed his nurse the vial. “Full workup.” He pressed a cotton ball to the inside of my arm for a couple seconds, fixing it in place with a piece of gauze tape. “In six months we’ll need to run the blood tests again.”

“Why?”

“To determine if you have contracted a horrible disease that will cause you a long and agonizing death.”

I rolled my sleeve back down. “You might want to work on your bedside manner.”

Dr. Maju shrugged. “This is not the Mayo Clinic. You get what you pay for.”



On my way home, I stopped by the nail salon. Rather than simply repair the damage Battaglia had caused, I opted for a complete mani-pedi instead. After what I’d been through today, I’d earned it. Besides, the nail technician’s new bottle of sparkling candy-apple polish would go perfect with the dress I planned to wear that night.

While the tech massaged my feet—aaaah—I read through the business pages of the Dallas Morning News. As one of the government’s financial experts, I was expected to stay on top of developments in the business world, especially those in my region. Not much in the paper today. Two area wineries had joined forces in hopes of gaining market share. A local charter bus company had filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy. First Dallas Bank had been forced to revise and reissue its financial statements after banking regulators discovered its reserves had been significantly overstated. Of course, the bank’s management blamed its outside auditors for failing to discover the “inadvertent error.” Ever since the Enron debacle brought down not only the energy company but also its CPA firm, accountants had become convenient scapegoats for unscrupulous corporate officers who intentionally misstated their financials.

The report could indicate the management of First Dallas Bank played fast and loose with the law. Then again, it could mean nothing. Accounting wasn’t nearly as simple and straightforward as it might seem. Heck, there were half a dozen acceptable methods for computing depreciation and valuing inventory. Honest mistakes could easily go unnoticed. At this point, however, any problems fell under the purview of the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency. Reserves didn’t affect taxable income. In other words, not the Treasury Department’s problem.

I moved on to the comics.

A half hour and fifty dollars later, I emerged from the salon with twenty freshly French-tipped nails and a fresh attitude. Tara Holloway wasn’t about to let the jackasses—or the Jack Battaglias—of the world get her down.

 






CHAPTER THREE
Hottie in the Hothouse



Long ago, my mother’s grandparents had owned land in east Texas near the site of Spindletop, the most famous oil strike in Texas history. My great-grandparents made a fortune when they sold their land to oil speculators, and they’d developed a taste for things opulent and luxurious. I’d inherited their taste but none of the money, all of which was lost during the subsequent 1929 stock market crash. Go figure.

My female ancestors learned to fake it, living a Dom Pérignon champagne lifestyle on a Lone Star beer budget. Mom taught me everything she knew about living large on a shoestring. I’d adopted her strategies. My town house sat just north of downtown, in a trendy neighborhood of young professionals known as Uptown. I’d snatched the place for a song during the recent real estate crash, purchasing it in a short sale from a couple who’d decided the suburbs would be a better place to raise the child they were expecting.

The living and dining rooms of my brown brick home were adorned with tastefully carved cherrywood and tapestry furniture, a top-of-the-line Ethan Allen ensemble I’d scored at a huge secondhand discount via an estate sale. Not that I’d ever reveal that dirty little secret to anyone.

After tossing my purse and briefcase on the couch, I checked on Henry the Eighth and Anne Boleyn. Henry was an enormous, furry cat, part Maine coon, with a haughty attitude, assuming air, and brown hair just a shade darker than my own. He lay atop the massive armoire that housed my television and stereo, his furry paws curled over the front edge, passing judgment on the world from his high post. I gave him a quick pat on the head, which he tolerated but clearly did not appreciate. Snob.

“Anna Banana,” I called. “Where’s my girl?” Anne was a thin, creamy-white, nervous cat. But at least she wouldn’t have to worry about providing a male heir for Henry. Both had been fixed just after I’d adopted them from the shelter. Anne crawled out from her hiding place under the couch and ran over to me. I scooped her up and cradled her in my arms, where she purred affectionately.

“Want to help me get ready?” I asked Anne as I carried her up the stairs to my bedroom.

She responded with a meow.

Unlike my elegant first floor, the private upstairs rooms of my town house contained an eclectic but comfortable mix of garage-sale bargains and hand-me-down pieces from my parents and older brothers.

I walked into my bedroom and set the cat down on my rumpled bed. She curled up on the faded patchwork quilt and napped as I stripped out of my work clothes, showered, shaved, and shampooed. Once I’d dried and styled my hair and reapplied my makeup, I slipped into my beautiful gown. The dress was red, strapless, and sequined, with a slit running up to my lower thigh, two inches shy of slutty.

I admired myself in the mirror. I looked feminine. Glamorous. Sexy.

Nailed it.



I climbed into my car, switching my radio from the country station to a classical setting and mentally switching from Tara Holloway, butt-kicking tax cop, to Tara Holloway, sophisticated city girl. Fifteen minutes later, I pulled to the curb in front of a building downtown that housed a dozen trendy loft apartments. Typing with my red-tipped thumbs, I texted my best friend, Alicia Shenkman, letting her know I’d arrived.

In a few moments, Alicia stepped outside, looking supremely chic, as usual. Her platinum-blond bob ended in asymmetrical points on either side of her face, one edge stopping midway down her left cheek, the other tapering to an end along her right jawline—like one of those cubist Picasso paintings except less twisted. Though the look bordered on severe, it went well with her pointy facial features and her even sharper mind and wit. She wore a fitted black satin evening gown with three thick straps that ran up from the bust and over one shoulder, her only jewelry a tiny pair of onyx earrings.

Her doorman opened the passenger door of my car. Alicia thanked him and slid into the seat.

“You look fabulous,” I told her.

“Thanks,” she said, looking me over. “So do you. Love the nails.”

I splayed my glittery fingers across the steering wheel. “They’re not too much?”

Alicia slid me a knowing look. “If they weren’t too much, Tara, they wouldn’t be you.”

She knew me well. As well she should. We’d been best friends for over eight years. We’d met at the University of Texas, in our Accounting 101 class. We’d been assigned by the professor to work with four other students on a group project. Two minutes into our first team meeting, it was clear Alicia and I would be both the brains and the workhorses of the operation. The other students rode our ambitious coattails to an easy A.

Alicia and I moved in together the next semester, renting a teeny two-bedroom apartment within walking distance of the university. After completing our studies, we both graduated with honors and had our pick of job offers. Martin and McGee, one of the larger regional CPA firms, had offered us both a lucrative compensation package for positions in their Dallas office. We accepted and moved to a much larger, much nicer apartment in the yuppie Dallas enclave known as the Village.

A couple years later, our manager at Martin and McGee assigned the two of us to work on a consulting project for one of the big downtown law firms. Soon thereafter, I walked into the law firm’s copy room and discovered Alicia detained in the arms of a junior associate. She assured me there was no need for a writ of habeas corpus. Daniel Blowitz had stolen Alicia’s heart and, soon thereafter, stole my roommate. She moved into his pricey downtown loft, while I bought my priced-for-quick-sale town house and adopted the cats from the animal shelter for company. As much as I missed living with Alicia, it had been time for us to move on to the next phase of our lives. Besides, the tax deductions on the town house saved me a chunk of change every year come April fifteenth.

Alicia gestured to the bandage on my wrist, her brow furrowed in concern. “What happened there?”

“On-the-job injury.” I told her all about Jack Battaglia and the box cutter, how I’d shot the blade out of his hand.

“Thank God you know how to handle a gun.” She stared at me a moment longer, her expression perplexed. “You’re either really brave or totally crazy.”

“There’s a fine line between the two, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” she said. “And you’re straddling it.”

“Speaking of straddling things, what’s Daniel doing tonight?” I asked.

Alicia sighed. “Working late. He’s got a trial that starts next week.”

Daniel’s absence explained why I hadn’t had to twist Alicia’s arm to convince her to come with me alone tonight. She and Daniel were joined at the hip, figuratively when not literally. Alicia routinely arranged double dates and had set me up with a series of Daniel’s friends and coworkers. Unfortunately, though they’d all been nice enough guys, none had sparked my interest.

I eased away from the curb, made the block, and headed east, to the Dallas Arboretum. Once we’d arrived, a valet helped Alicia and me out of my car. I handed the young man my keys, cringing seconds later when the sound of gears grinding erupted behind me.

The outdoor gardens, which were bright and vibrant in spring and summer, were dead and dull tonight, the flower beds empty, the crape myrtle trees bare of leaves. An enormous temporary greenhouse had been erected on an open lawn area near the bronze spouting toad statues. Ahead of us, men in classic tuxedos and women in cocktail dresses and gowns streamed into the glass structure. I was the only woman not wearing a traditional black dress. I tended to be a bit of a rebel. It was part of my charm.

Alicia and I took our places in line. The evening air was cooling down but still bearable. A murmur of chitchat blended with the sounds of car engines and doors slamming as more guests arrived.

As we neared the door of the greenhouse, I handed Alicia the ticket I’d bought for her. She glanced down, noting the price. “Whoa. You dropped a hundred bucks each on these tickets?”

I nodded. Good thing part of the cost would be tax deductible. I could ill afford the tickets, but I couldn’t wait to see the new exhibit and, besides, it was for a good cause—expansion of the children’s garden.

Gardening with my mother had been one of the highlights of my childhood. There was something almost spiritual about digging in the dirt together, turning an empty flower bed into a beautiful, colorful display. While my dad and brothers bonded on hunting trips, freezing their asses off huddled together in a deer blind at the crack of dawn, Mom and I had bonded on warm afternoons over petunias, pansies, and composted cow manure. I couldn’t drive past a feedlot without the stench reminding me of home.

Alicia and I inched forward and eventually reached the front of the line. A banner stretched over the entryway, welcoming us to “A Sneak Preview of Spring—Sponsored by Wakefield Designs.”

The couple in front of me handed their tickets to the attendant and stepped aside.

And that’s when I saw him.

The guy taking tickets wore a standard black tux, but rather than the typical black bow tie and cummerbund, his sported gray-and-black stripes. A subtle nonconformity, but one that told me he, too, stretched the rules. He had the same sandy hair and masculine bone structure as Aaron Eckhart, but sans the chin dimple. Though he was broad shouldered, he wasn’t tall, only five foot nine or so. But that still gave him seven inches on me. It also meant that, with benefit of heels, I could look him in the eye rather than up his nose. A perfect fit. And speaking of eyes, his were the same shade of green as Texas sagebrush. Nice.

Our gazes locked and an instant attraction was almost visible between us, drawing us to each other like a bee to a flower. I found myself wondering about the size of his stinger.

Giving him a smile, I held out my ticket. He smiled back, revealing straight, white teeth only an adolescence spent in braces could produce.

When he looked down to take my ticket, his eyes ran up from my exposed ankle to where the slit stopped above my knee. Not lecherous, merely the natural response of a man with a healthy libido. And how could he not look when I’d purposely struck a bent-knee pose that would give him a peep of my lower thigh? Still, the heat in his gaze nearly melted my panties.

He gestured to the bandage on my forearm. “Give blood today?” His voice was deep, with a sexy timbre and just a hint of a Southern accent.

“Not intentionally.”

“Sounds like there’s a story there.”

“There is,” I said. “And it’s not pretty.”

His focus shifted to the line of people waiting behind me, then returned to my face. He cocked his head. “Maybe you’ll share it with me later?”

Hell, yeah! I thought. But I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “A glass of wine might loosen my lips.” Two glasses might loosen some other body parts. Three glasses and I’m all yours, buddy.

His smile became a sly grin as he took Alicia’s ticket and handed each of us a program. “I’ll look for you at the bar.”

We stepped past him into the greenhouse.

Alicia glanced back.

“Is he checking out my ass?” I asked in a whisper.

“No. He’s taking someone else’s ticket.”

Dang.

Consulting the map in the program, Alicia and I strolled through the winding walkways of the exhibit. The air was moist thanks to the simulated brook flowing throughout the exhibit, the rush of water creating a pleasant auditory backdrop augmented by the soft buzz of standing heaters spaced along the path. We passed brightly colored plants displayed on multiple levels, with yellow daffodils at our feet and flowering vines twisting up wooden trellises towering over us. Further on, colorful orchids and bromeliads in shades of pink, purple, and red bloomed among an assortment of exotic trees and variegated foliage.

After a half hour meandering through the conservatory, I stopped in front of a colorful bulb garden containing fringed flowers in a wide variety of hues. “Aren’t these parrot tulips pretty?”

“I don’t want to hear any more about tulips,” Alicia said, “until I put some cabernet between my two lips.” She took my arm and all but dragged me to the bar.

The guy from earlier stood nearby. I’d enjoyed the flora, but he made for some pretty hunky fauna. A hottie in the hothouse.

He was engaged in conversation with a fit older man with thick salt-and-pepper hair, close-set dark eyes, and a long, thin nose, giving him a possumlike appearance. A young woman hung on the man’s shoulder. The girl was nipped, tucked, and augmented to within an inch of her life. With the two cantaloupes protruding from her tiny black cocktail dress, it was a miracle she didn’t topple over in her four-inch strappy black heels. I had nearly a decade lead on her, the man at least three. The girl’s hair was frosted blond, her eyes an unnatural turquoise courtesy of colored contacts, her skin the Oompa-Loompa orange of self-tanning cream.

When my sexy ticket taker noticed Alicia and me stepping into line at the bar, he excused himself and joined us. “Enjoying the exhibit?”

“It’s beautiful,” I said. “I love the parrot tulips. I never realized they came in so many colors.”

“Over a hundred varieties.” He extended his hand. “I’m Brett Ellington.”

I took his hand in mine, surprised to find his skin somewhat rough and callused. Not that I minded a little friction. But his hands felt more like a workingman’s hands than I’d expected given that he looked so at ease in his tux. “I’m Tara Holloway.” I hiked a thumb at my friend. “That’s Alicia.”

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” he said back.

We turned to the bartender and placed our orders. A cabernet for Alicia, merlot with a cherry for me. Brett also ordered the merlot. Hmm. I wondered what else we might have in common. Unsatisfied lust, perhaps?

Brett handed the bartender a twenty to cover our drinks, slipping a couple of extra bucks into the tip jar. We took our drinks and stepped aside, finding an open spot near a display of yellow hibiscus.

I sipped my merlot. “Do you work here at the Arboretum?”

“Not exactly. Our firm was hired to do some projects here this spring. I’m a landscape architect for Wakefield Designs.”

That explained the calluses.

“Wakefield Designs?” Alicia repeated. “The sponsor?”

He nodded.

“How generous,” I said.

“Yeah, not really. Mr. Wakefield knows these events attract a wealthy crowd. He figured tonight would be a chance to drum up business for the firm. I’m supposed to be schmoozing. By chance, do either of you manage a hotel that needs new landscaping? Maybe own a shopping mall or an airport?” He put his wineglass to his mouth.

“Sorry, no,” I said. “All I’ve got is a ten-foot-square patch of grass.”

“And a bush,” Alicia added, “in dire need of pruning.”

Brett choked on his wine, coughing to clear his throat.

I shot my friend a pointed look. “Are you referring to the evergreen shrub in my front yard?”

“Of course.” Alicia raised a palm, all sweetness and innocence. “What else would I be talking about?”

Brett watched me, a grin playing about his mouth, amusement in his eyes. Not only was he good-looking and nicely built, but he also had a sense of humor. Maybe I should let him prune my bush. I suspected he’d have just the tool to get the job done.

“Are we keeping you?” I asked.

“No.” He waved a hand dismissively. “I’m all schmoozed out. Besides, I’ve already landed a new client.” Brett angled his head discreetly to indicate the couple he’d been speaking to earlier. “That’s Stan Shelton, the president of First Dallas Bank.”

First Dallas? Wasn’t that the bank I’d read about in the paper earlier? I cut my eyes to Shelton. He looked perfectly respectable. Then again, it was hard not to look respectable in a tuxedo.

“Stan and his wife asked me to design the landscaping for a property they acquired on Cedar Creek Lake.”

Ever notice how rich people don’t buy things? They acquire them.

“Sounds great.”

“The best part about it,” Brett said, “is that they’re giving me free rein. They didn’t specify the style or anything, just a budget.”

“So you get to surprise them?”

“Essentially. Of course, they’ll want to approve the plans before we put in anything permanent, but I’ll get a lot of creative freedom.”

My job offers a lot of creative freedom, too. For instance, when restraining an unruly suspect, I get to decide whether to use a full or half nelson.

Alicia glanced around, waving her cocktail napkin in the general direction of the bulb garden. “I’m going to take another look at those pink things.”

I knew she had no interest in the “pink things,” she just wanted to give me the chance to hook up with a nice guy. It had been a while.

She wandered away, leaving me and Brett alone. He gestured toward the double doors leading out to a patio, raising an eyebrow in question. I nodded, gladly surrendering to the sweet destiny that brought the two of us to that same spot, on the same night, at the same time.

Brett led me outside onto a flagstone terrace where we spent a few minutes in quiet conversation among the magnolias, enjoying our wine, lingering in the fresh winter chill. When he noticed me shiver, he slipped out of his tux jacket and draped it over my shoulders. The fabric was still warm from his body heat, the collar bearing his crisp, clean deodorant-soap scent. I shrugged deeper into it. Mmm.

Brett was just as intoxicating as the merlot. As a gardening buff and a single female, I was impressed not only by his extensive knowledge of trees and plants, but also by the way his well-formed bicep flexed each time he raised his wineglass for a drink. And the way he looked at me made me feel more beautiful than the colorful blooms inside the greenhouse.

“I still haven’t heard the story,” he said. “How did you ‘not intentionally’ give blood today?”

I tossed back the remaining wine in my glass, fished out the wine-soaked cherry, and set the empty glass on the tray of a passing waiter.
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