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Julie heaved a sigh.
“Wow. This is the most exciting business in the world.” She grabbed
the tickets and itinerary from Tom. “I’ll make sure you guys have a
rental car. Looks like you’ll be staying on some estate while
you’re there.” She raced out, too.

Meggie gave him a weak smile. “Yahoo. We got
the account. Sort of.”

“It’ll all work out.”

“Hope so.” She brightened. “At least I’m
somewhat packed. This time of year, what I’d wear to the lake would
work in New Orleans, wouldn’t you think?”

“Some of it. I think we both should plan on
packing for anything. I’m sure Marlene will tell us what we
need.”

“True. So much for whatever you had planned
for tonight.”

Tom grinned. “Frankly, this is going to be a
lot more exciting. What I had planned can wait for when we get
back.” He forced himself to ask the question. “What are you going
to tell Mark?”

“I have no idea. The truth just sounds
so…weird. I know he won’t believe me.”

“Since when do you lie to him?”

“I don’t. But….” She bit her lip and looked
down. “He’ll accuse you of making this all up.”

“Why are you marrying this guy?” The question
came out before he could stop it.

Meggie stared at him and Tom wondered what
she was going to do or say.

But before Meggie had time to speak, Marlene
came back in. “Married. Has to be. Others have tried engaged. They
don’t go for it. So, on your way home to pack hysterically – and
please God, tell me you both have formalwear – stop by a jewelry
store.”
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Whether you’re overcoming personal trauma or
the Friend Zone, always persevere and be true to yourself.
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“Hey, wild woman.
Ready for tonight?”

Meggie turned to see Tommy behind her,
leaning against the doorframe of her office, grinning. “I think so.
You keep on being so mysterious.”

“I like keeping you in suspense. I’ll get you
in a couple of hours.” He turned and sauntered off.

She didn’t know why Tommy was being so
secretive this month. Their Last Friday of the Month date had
started in junior high and continued on into their adult lives. It
was a ritual and Meggie enjoyed rituals like this. Even when they
were dating other people, this night was always ‘theirs’. They’d do
things together other nights, cover for each other if a date or
significant other was needed, and just generally watch each other’s
backs, of course, but nothing had ever taken the place of their
Last Friday.

Not that Tommy was seeing anyone. He didn’t
date all that much. He always joked that Meggie covered the dating
end of things in their relationship. Of course, now that she’d met
Mark, she was pretty much off the market.

It hit Meggie again how much Tommy had
changed since the first time they’d met – in seventh grade. He’d
been a short, brilliant nerd, complete with thick glasses and a
really unfortunate way of dressing. But they’d hit it off anyway.
Most of her other friends had never understood why she liked to
spend time with Tommy. In addition to being brilliant, he was
funny, liked many of the same things she did, and never tried to
make her anything she wasn’t. That explanation hadn’t held a lot of
weight in school.

But they weren’t kids any more. Tommy had
shot up in their senior year of high school and was well over six
feet now. Contacts and her help with wardrobe had made him
presentable years ago. He worked out regularly, and was a black
belt in a variety of martial arts. They were both out of college
and working, Meggie as the Vice President of Sales for the firm
Tommy owned. The small but successful firm Tommy owned.

He’d been awkward, shy and unsure for a long
time, but success and money had turned Tommy into a very eligible
bachelor. Unlike most eligible bachelors however, he didn’t date
much and was still nowhere near to being a jerk, let alone worse.
But Tommy didn’t seem to be looking to find a girl to cover as his
companion for more than when it was needed professionally. She
wasn’t sure why. He was really quite handsome, kind, sweet, gentle
– a good catch for anyone.

Her phone rang. “Hello?”

“Hey, honey bunny, how’s tricks?”

“Hi Mark. Good.” Meggie wondered when she’d
get up the nerve to tell Mark she hated him calling her honey bunny
and that every time he asked her how tricks were she wondered if he
thought she moonlit as a hooker or a cartoon rabbit selling
cereal.

“See you tonight?”

“No, remember, it’s my night out with
Tommy.”

Mark was silent and Meggie steeled herself
for the argument. “You see too much of that guy.”

“He’s been my best friend for over half my
life. And I don’t think I see too much of him.”

“You work for him. You know he’s sexually
harassing you.”

“If he told me I had to have sex with him to
stay employed, yeah, that would be harassment. There’re a lot of
definitions of harassment, but it begins with the harassee feeling
uncomfortable. And I don’t. I never feel uncomfortable with Tommy.”
And, unlike some, he never tried to make her stop seeing other
people, even when he knew they hated him.

“Fine, fine, I’ve heard it. Remember, we’re
going to the lake this weekend.”

“Oh, I remember.” Meggie hated the lake. She
sunburned, didn’t know how to water-ski, and didn’t like
speedboats. She also wasn’t wild about Mark’s friends. But, you
made allowances for your boyfriend’s wants, just like he made
allowances for yours. “Since I’m driving up myself tomorrow, you
mind if I ask Tommy to come along?”

“Yeah, I mind. It’s one thing, you going out
once a month as friends. It’s another him coming along like he’s
part of the gang.”

Meggie sighed to herself. It never changed.
No matter what she said or did, her other friends or boyfriends
wanted nothing to do with Tommy. “He’s a nice guy.”

Mark snorted. “Right. Look, you said he’s not
gay.”

“Right, he’s not.”

“Then he wants you. And I don’t like men who
want my girl hanging around. What’s so hard to understand about
that?”

“Nothing. Look, I have to go. I’ll see you
tomorrow evening.”

“You can bet on it, babe. Have fun tonight,
but not too much fun.”

Meggie hung up the phone and flipped through
what Tommy called her Picture Rolodex on her desk. Family, friends,
relatives, pets. Most of the other shots showed her and Tommy doing
something together – conventions, Vegas, skiing, laughing. The ones
of her and Mark were nice, but Meggie had to admit her smile looked
more forced in these pictures.

She stared at the engagement ring on her
hand. Mark was tall, dark and handsome. He was a doctor. And he was
crazy about her. What wasn’t to be happy about?

A voice in the back of her head mentioned
that Tommy was also tall, also handsome, also successful. He had
dirty blond hair and blue eyes, but she liked that. But he was also
her best friend, and her boss. She thought about Mark’s sexual
harassment comments. As if Tommy would ever make a move on her. He
hadn’t in fifteen years, why would he start now?

Her eye caught the picture of the two of them
when she’d turned twenty-one. She was sitting on Tommy’s lap,
looking up at him, he was looking down at her, and they were both
smiling. Real smiles. The photographer at the club they’d been in
had mentioned what a great, happy couple they were.

“Get back to work,” Meggie muttered to
herself. “That way lies dragons.”

 



[image: ] Chapter 2[image: ]

 


 


Tom went into his
private office and locked the door. Another planned ‘I need to tell
you how I feel about you’ moment shot to hell, and it was nobody’s
fault but his own. He wanted to bang his head on something, but
instead he did what he always did – he focused on work.

Well, these days, it seemed more like he
pretended to focus on work. He opened his photos file and went to
the one he always went to first – his favorite picture of him and
Meggie, from her twenty-first birthday. He’d taken her to Vegas,
she was on his lap, and they both looked happy.

He forced himself to close the file. She was
engaged to someone else. The story of his life. Meggie had always
been someone else’s girlfriend, even when she was in between
boyfriends. She was his best friend, but there were no additional
benefits, particularly intimate ones. He tried not to feel anything
about this, heartbroken in particular, and failed, as always.

His private cell phone rang. “Hello?”

“Hey, Reid, it’s Tanner.” Great. Meggie’s
fiancé, his least favorite person in the world. Tom was glad he’d
eaten a light lunch – talking to Mark always made him sick to his
stomach. It always made him want to punch something, too, Mark’s
face for preference.

Tom forced himself to sound pleasant. “Hi
Mark, what can I do for you?”

“You can stop sexually harassing my
fiancée.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I’m tired of your monthly
‘date’. It’s not appropriate, and I’m tired of you trying to put
moves on my girl behind my back. You’ve had years with her, she’s
not interested in you, she’s marrying me – and I want these
so-called friend dates over and done with. You get this last one,
only. After this weekend, you won’t have any more influence and
I’ll break your neck if you suggest it again.”

“How nice of you to try to control every
aspect of Meggie’s life.”

“That’s what husbands do.”

“You two aren’t married yet.” They hadn’t
even set a date. Meggie didn’t seem in a rush to race down the
aisle, for which Tom was truly thankful.

Mark chuckled. “Trust me, that’s going to be
changed this weekend.”

“I thought you were going to the lake this
weekend.” He managed not to add that Meggie hated the lake. Mark
either knew and didn’t care or was too dense to notice.

“We are. We won’t be alone. Meggie needs
someone who can make up her mind for her, or she’ll stay in the
same rut I found her in – hanging with a guy who’s no good for her,
selling stupid stuffed animals.”

Tom was used to thinking fast and on his
feet. What Mark was insinuating didn’t seem to require a lot of
brainpower. “You’re going to, what, make her marry you this
weekend?”

“Not make her. I’m not the one sexually
harassing her. We’re just going to have a pastor and all our
friends present. It’ll be natural. She’ll love it.”

“You’re flying her parents out? Or anyone
else from her family?”

“They’re across the country. No, they’re not
in on the plan, but I’m sure they won’t mind. Eloping is the in
thing right now.”

Tom managed to keep himself from saying what
he wanted to. Meggie was the baby of her family. There was no way
her parents, let alone her older brothers and their families,
wouldn’t want to be at her wedding. And her family had never been
into being ‘in’, and ‘in’ or not, there was no way they were going
to understand this kind of elopement. “You think Meggie’s going to
be happy getting married without her family and her friends
there?”

“You’re the only friend of hers who isn’t a
friend of mine. So, no, I don’t think she’s going to mind. Once
she’s married to me, she won’t have to work anymore, so I’ll give
you her two weeks’ notice now. Oh, and if you ruin this surprise
for her, I’ll make sure you pay for it. My best man’s a really
nasty lawyer – trust me, we’ll take your little ‘family friendly’
company down with a sexual harassment suit. Your monthly ‘dates’
are pretty much all we’ll need. Got it?”

“Oh, I’ve got it, yeah.”

“Good. See you never.” Mark hung up.

Tom managed to put his phone down before he
threw it across the room. He wanted to kill something, someone in
particular. Martial arts training was, thankfully, great for
keeping yourself under control and calming down as well as for
self-defense. It took a few minutes, but he managed to get back to
where he could think.

Mark didn’t show this side to Meggie, Tom
knew that. Or she’d never have dated him, let alone said yes to the
engagement ring. He wasn’t sure if she really loved Mark or if she
felt that she needed to settle down and Mark just seemed like a
good, acceptable option. Her family wanted her married, he knew.
But not to someone like Mark, he knew that, too.

Tom considered his options. He didn’t have
too many, but then again, any option was better than what was
waiting for Meggie at the lake.

Insecurity hit, like it always did. He might
be brilliant and successful, but you grow up as the class geek and
the voice in your head really has a lot of influence. His voice
shared that Mark was right – if Meggie was actually interested in
Tom, she’d have given him some sort of clue before now.

He pulled the picture back up at stared at
it. They didn’t look like ‘just friends’ in this shot, which was
one of the main reasons it was his favorite. They looked like they
belonged together.

Tom pulled up some other, more recent
pictures, particularly some of Meggie with Mark. He was sure her
smile wasn’t the same, especially in the more recent shots. He
tried to look at these pictures fresh, as if they weren’t something
he’d seen before. It might have been his hopeful imagination, but
the only pictures where Meggie looked like she had when they were
in Vegas were the ones where she was either with Tom or with people
other than Mark.

He thought about what Mark was threatening
him with. Tom doubted it would stick, but the threat of a lawsuit
wasn’t the real problem. Mark was a bastard, and God alone knew
what he was going to do if Meggie said she wasn’t ready to ‘elope’
at the lake this weekend.

The hell with the insecurity. There wasn’t
time for it. Tonight was it. He’d had enough and the situation was
clearly spiraling out of control. Meggie was making a mistake, and
it was time he rectified it – by showing her who she belonged
with…and to.

If only he had a plan. Well, he’d spent all
his life being called a brain – might as well use it.
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Meggie’s phone rang,
but this was a call routing in from reception. “Hello?”

“Megster! It’s Mister Yamamoto coming through
to you!” Julie was clearly trying not to squeal with
excitement.

Meggie took a deep breath. It was Saturday
morning in Japan, meaning Mr. Yamamoto was calling her on his
weekend. This was either going to be terrible news or great news –
no one called internationally on their days off to share mediocre
news.

“I’m ready, send him through.” The call
clicked. “Good morning, Yamamoto-san. How are you today?”

“I’m well, Meyers-san. Good afternoon to you.
I have good news.”

Meggie made sure her voice was calm. “Can’t
wait to hear it.”

“We have decided to give the Plush Life Toy
Company the full contract for plush creation of all Yamamoto
cartoon characters.”

Meggie’s hand was shaking, but she made sure
her voice wasn’t. “Oh, Yamamoto-san, I promise you, Plush Life will
ensure that your iconic characters are represented perfectly.”

“I have no doubts. Your attention to detail
is most impressive.” He paused. “There is…one thing.”

There always was. “Certainly.”

“Our toys are contracted exclusively with
Family Mart in North America. The nature of our contract with them
requires that they, too, approve all our vendors for any products
being created for sale in their stores.”

“Not a problem. I can overnight the same
portfolio and presentation package to them that we provided to
you.” She sent an instant message to Marlene, Tommy’s admin,
advising her of what was going on.

Mr. Yamamoto cleared his throat. “I have done
so already.”

“Great.” He was quiet again while she let
Marlene know they didn’t have to overnight anything anymore. “Is
there a problem?”

Mr. Yamamoto sighed. “In a sense. The CEO of
Family Mart requires all potential suppliers to attend a weekend
retreat at his compound. To ensure that all understand the high
premium Family Mart places upon themselves and all who contribute
to their brand.”

“Not a problem. We can move anything around
we might have to in order to attend.” Meggie sent another instant
message to Marlene.

“I appreciate your flexibility, Meyers-san.”
Mr. Yamamoto sounded incredibly relieved. “It is important to
Yamamoto Enterprises that our licensed characters are available at
Family Mart. I feel confident you and Reid-san will continue to
represent your company and ours well.”

“Absolutely, Yamamoto-san.”

“Enjoy the weekend. Since this is a request
for us and from us, Yamamoto Enterprises has taken the liberty of
arranging your travel. Please plan to bring your spouses along –
the Family Mart council have strong views about married people
traveling on weekends without their spouses.”

Meggie was about to share that neither she
nor Tommy were married, when Marlene ran, literally, into the
office. She was holding a yellow pad sideways, with ‘You and Tom
are both married!!!!’ written in big letters.

“Ah, that will be fine, Yamamoto-san.”

“Excellent. You have my cell phone. Call me
at any time, day or night, if there are any issues or you need my
counsel.”

“We will do. And thank you again for trusting
your characters to Plush Life.” They hung up and she stared at
Marlene. “What in the world is going on? We just landed Yamamoto’s
entire plush line, but we have to go to that Family Mart retreat
thing. But what’s up with the married?”

“You didn’t tell him either you or Tom were
single, right?”

“Right, because of your crazy note there.
It’s certainly never come up in all my conversations with Yamamoto
Enterprises.” Though she’d gone to Japan a few months ago, right
after Mark had proposed. So Mr. Yamamoto certainly knew she was
engaged to be married, not that they’d discussed it much, other
than general congratulations. She couldn’t recall for sure, but she
didn’t think she’d even given her fiancé’s name – it hadn’t been
relevant to the business. At least, then. “What’s going on?”

Marlene shook her head. “We have a big, big
problem.”

Julie ran in waving an envelope. Of course,
Meggie was waiting to run into Tommy’s office, so maybe all the
running was natural given what they’d just landed. “This came for
you.” She handed the envelope over. “By private carrier, not FedEx
or UPS.” She jumped up and down. “We’re in the big time! We’re in
the big time!”

Meggie opened it. There were four first class
tickets, from LAX to New Orleans. “Oh my God, no wonder
Yamamoto-san was acting like we were being hugely wonderful. These
tickets are for tonight.” She looked up at Marlene. “Why are there
four?”

Marlene sighed. “Because Family Mart has some
seriously weird policies. I’ve done a lot of research on them, in
case we landed the Yamamoto account.”

“Why can’t we tell them we’re single?”

She sighed. “Because, like I said, these
people are weird. They haven’t done business with any company where
the top officers aren’t married. Ever.”
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Julie had let Tom
know that Mr. Yamamoto was on the line with Meggie. He’d tried to
figure out what to do to stop Meggie from being forced into
marriage this weekend, but the Yamamoto account represented the
kind of contract that turned you from a little company into a big
one overnight. They’d been working to land this account for
months.

So Tom hadn’t been able to do much other than
wait for Meggie to get off the phone and tell him what the outcome
was. He expected her to come into his office either happy or
crushed. He was hoping for happy, but prepared to tell her it
didn’t matter if they hadn’t gotten the account. Sure, that was a
lie, but Meggie had worked so hard, he didn’t want her to carry any
guilt if somehow Yamamoto went with another supplier.

What he hadn’t expected was for her, Marlene
and Julie to all come in together. Probably because Mark had spent
so much time shouting ‘sexual harassment’, Tom noted the
differences between the three women.

Marlene was older, really old enough to be
his and Meggie’s mother, though she didn’t look it. She was trim
and attractive, in a well-dressed albeit very no-nonsense way. She
kept her hair cut short and even though she’d gone white when she
was in her thirties, she didn’t dye it. She was also a godsend as
an admin, functioning as research assistant, office manager, and
all around go-to gal as well as regular administrative support.

Julie was the office baby. She was nineteen,
taller than Marlene or Meggie, heavy into the Goth look despite
being an incredibly sunny person, with no desire for higher
education. Long black hair, slim without being scrawny, with eyes
that he was pretty sure were bright green because of contact
lenses. Julie loved and collected plush toys, and considered
getting to work at a company that created them to be the best job
in the world.

And then there was Meggie. If he didn’t look
at her as the love of his life, he could be objective. She probably
wasn’t the most beautiful girl in the world, but she sure was
close. Strawberry blonde hair that hung in loose waves just below
her shoulders, big blue eyes, sensuous mouth, great, feminine
figure. She was certainly the most beautiful girl in his world.

Of course, three of the most important women
in his world were standing in his office, looking like they didn’t
know whether to jump for joy or cry. This clearly wasn’t good.

Thankfully his review of his female troops
hadn’t taken more than a couple of seconds. “What’s the word?” he
asked Meggie.

She swallowed. “Well, glad you’re sitting. We
got the Yamamoto account. All of it. All the plush for their entire
character lines.”

“That’s great! Why do the three of you look
so, uh, freaked out?”

Julie handed him an envelope. He stared at
the contents while Marlene and Meggie talked, fast.

“Yamamoto’s contract with us is contingent
upon our approval by Family Mart,” Meggie said.

“Who are beyond bizarre in some of their
practices,” Marlene continued. “They take the idea of family values
to its most extreme definition.”

“They can because they have a stranglehold on
the children’s market,” Meggie added. “So, in order for us to
actually land the Yamamoto account, we have to, in essence, land
Family Mart.”

“This weekend,” Julie said.

“Leaving tonight, I see,” Tom said, staring
at the tickets.

“And, you both have to be married,” Marlene
added dryly.

“There are four tickets,” Tom said. “I know
that has to sound as dumb to the three of you as it does to me,
said aloud, I mean.”

“We’re putting it down to shock,” Marlene
said. “Meggie’s sort of taken care of, but you’re not.”

“No.” Meggie sounded distressed. Tom looked
up. Meggie looked distressed, too. “We cannot, I mean can
not, have Mark come with us.”

“Why not?” Julie asked. “You’re marrying the
guy.”

“Yeah.” Meggie closed her eyes. “And he
thinks I’m selling ‘stuffed animals’.”

“We are,” Julie said. “What’s the
problem?”

“The problem is,” Marlene replied, “that in
the business they’re called plush toys. And this particular
situation is going to call for finesse. Sure, you can get away with
saying that you don’t really know what your significant other does
for a living, but you can’t be flip about it.”

“We’ll be lucky if he’s only flip,” Meggie
said in a low voice.

“We’ll go without him,” Tom said. “It’s not a
problem.”

“It’s a problem if you go without a spouse,”
Marlene countered. “Trust me. I’ve done the research. Killian
O’Rourke is borderline crazy from all I can tell. We could get away
with Julie going as a single. Not the two of you. In the Family
Mart world, you’re both a few years out of college and, therefore,
should be settled down, making the babies.”

“That’s insane,” Tom said.

Marlene shrugged. “No argument. However, it’s
their policy. Not stated, by the way. They’re far too savvy for
that. However, trust me, I’ve done the research, because we knew
early on that Yamamoto was going to want to be in Family Mart. If
the principals of a company aren’t settled down, this company won’t
do business with them.”

“How do they handle the gay and lesbian
market?” Meggie asked. “I mean, they have families with children
who like plush, too.”

“Funny you ask,” Marlene answered. “I
checked. If you two want to grab a guy and girl, respectively, and
present them as your longtime companions, Family Mart will find
that acceptable. Let me stress the term ‘longtime companion’. They
pay attention. It’s called a retreat of sorts, but it’s really a
way for the Family Mart team to check their potential vendors out.
They’ll ask questions, and from what I’ve gotten, they’re good.
It’s almost impossible to fake them out.”

Meggie looked at him. “I can only come up
with one way this can work.”

“We go and say we don’t give in to this kind
of pressure?” Tom asked. Maybe if they did this, then he could show
Meggie that Mark was putting similar pressure onto her and get her
to leave the guy.

Meggie shook her head. “We are not losing
Yamamoto over this, not without a fight. No, the only way I see
this working is if you and I pretend we’re engaged, if they’ll
allow that, or married if they won’t.”

This hadn’t been what he’d expected her to
suggest. Tom wondered if Yamamoto Enterprises and Family Mart loved
him somehow. “I’d be willing.” He managed not to say that he’d be
willing to make a stop in Nevada and really get married on their
way out to visit the fine folks at Family Mart, but only just.

Marlene nodded. “We have a few hours before
your flight, thank God. Give me a few minutes, I’ll find out if you
need to be married or can actually be engaged.” She trotted out of
the room.

Julie heaved a sigh. “Wow. This is the most
exciting business in the world.” She grabbed the tickets and
itinerary from Tom. “I’ll make sure you guys have a rental car.
Looks like you’ll be staying on some estate while you’re there.”
She raced out, too.

Meggie gave him a weak smile. “Yahoo. We got
the account. Sort of.”

“It’ll all work out.”

“Hope so.” She brightened. “At least I’m
somewhat packed. This time of year, what I’d wear to the lake would
work in New Orleans, wouldn’t you think?”

“Some of it. I think we both should plan on
packing for anything. I’m sure Marlene will tell us what we
need.”

“True. So much for whatever you had planned
for tonight.”

Tom grinned. “Frankly, this is going to be a
lot more exciting. What I had planned can wait for when we get
back.” He forced himself to ask the question. “What are you going
to tell Mark?”

“I have no idea. The truth just sounds
so…weird. I know he won’t believe me.”

“Since when do you lie to him?”

“I don’t. But….” She bit her lip and looked
down. “He’ll accuse you of making this all up.”

“Why are you marrying this guy?” The question
came out before he could stop it.

Meggie stared at him and Tom wondered what
she was going to do or say.

But before Meggie had time to speak, Marlene
came back in. “Married. Has to be. Others have tried engaged. They
don’t go for it. So, on your way home to pack hysterically – and
please God, tell me you both have formalwear – stop by a jewelry
store.”
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Because they were
supposed to be going out for their Last Friday date, Tommy had
picked her up in the morning. So they were in his car, racing to
the mall before they raced home, then to the airport.

Thankfully, they’d been too busy at the
office for Tommy to ask her why she hadn’t answered his question
about why she was marrying Mark. This was a relief because Meggie
was fast coming to the realization that her answer was that she had
no idea.

“Okay, we have how many hours left?” Tommy
asked as they pulled into the mall parking lot.

“Four hours, tops. I think we can do it.
Thank God we live in the same apartment complex.”

He grinned. “Being best friends pays off now
and, we hope, later.”

They got out of the car and walked quickly
into the mall. Meggie tried to head to the nearest jewelry store,
but Tommy took her hand and led her farther in, to one of the more
upscale merchants. Meggie headed towards the sale pieces, but Tommy
pulled her gently towards the nicer wedding sets. “They’re looking
for fakes,” he explained as she gave him a questioning look.
“Whatever we pick out, we really need to like it.”

“We have, maybe, fifteen minutes to make this
choice, Tommy-Boy.”

He hugged her. “Deep breath, hold it,
relax.”

She did as he suggested. “Okay, fine. I’m
calmer. Any suggestions?”

“Yeah, actually.” He pointed to several sets
in the case. They were matching – women’s engagement and wedding
ring set that matched the man’s ring. “See anything here you
like?”

“Shouldn’t we just grab something in our
sizes and go?”

Tommy sighed. “No. We’re going to be
pretending to be married this weekend, right?” She nodded. “So, we
pick a set we both like. That way, if and when they ask us about
it, our answer isn’t ‘this was the first thing we saw’ but ‘this
was something we both really wanted’.”

“Makes sense. You are the smart one.”
She examined the choices. “What do you think of this set?” She
pointed to one.

“Too girly. The man’s ring, I mean.”

“I’m so glad you’re going to be picky.”

“Meggie, we need to think like this is real,
like we’re picking out the rings we’re going to wear for the rest
of our lives.” Tommy hugged her again. “So, you know, pretend.”

“Okay.” She looked more carefully, while
trying to tell herself that she only wanted it to be pretend, not
real. There wasn’t a real like this for her with Tommy, she’d
accepted that what seemed like years ago now. Or at least, she’d
told herself she accepted it. But no matter what, their company’s
future was on the line and, like always, Tommy was right – she had
to pretend.

So, what of the array here would she actually
want to wear, and what would Tommy want to wear? “They’re all
nice.” They were.

A salesman came over. “Not happy with your
current engagement ring?”

Meggie stared at her hand. “Um, well….”

“Her mother helped me pick it out,” Tommy
said smoothly. “Long story. We’d really like to get a set.”

“Using the same diamond?” the salesman
asked.

“No, I’d like better quality. This one really
was just supposed to be the surprise ring.” Tommy grinned. “You
know, in case she said no.”

The salesman laughed. “Gotcha. Well, can’t
blame you for being cautious. May I?” He took the ring off Meggie’s
finger. “Huh, well, yes, I think we can up the quality.” He didn’t
sound impressed and she didn’t get the impression he was faking his
reaction.

“My ring’s cheap?” Meggie asked. She compared
how the diamond in her ring from Mark glittered against how the
rings in this case glittered. The rings in the case were definitely
more sparkly. She reminded herself she wasn’t marrying any man for
his money and tried not to wonder why Mark, who always bragged that
he wanted everything top of the line, hadn’t felt that way about
her engagement ring.

The salesman shrugged. “Not like your
fiancé’s not making it right now. Believe me, doing it this way is
smart, especially if the proposal’s a surprise.”

“What about this set?” Tommy said quietly, as
he pointed to the one that was displayed in the center of the
case.

The engagement ring was a classic cut, about
a carat, with the diamond raised up, held in place with four larger
prongs and four smaller. The woman’s wedding band wrapped around
this in a way that made it look like the wedding band was two thin
rings, each one curved around the opposite side of the diamond. The
men’s band was similar, giving the impression of two rings hooked
together. They weren’t white or yellow gold – these rings were
platinum.

“It’s a beautiful set,” she said softly. “But
there’s no way we can afford it.” Especially just to play pretend.
Even though she wanted it to be more than pretend.

“Sure we can,” Tommy said, just as softly.
“Can we try these on?” he asked at regular volume.

The rings fit them perfectly. “Like they were
made for you,” the salesman said with a grin. “You want them boxed
up?”

Meggie was going to protest, but Tommy beat
her to it. “Yes, absolutely. Can you box the other ring up, too,
please?” He gave the salesman his credit card, then pulled her
aside while the purchase was rung up and the rings were cleaned.
“Relax.”

“How?” she hissed. “Those rings cost a
fortune.”

“I’ve saved my money. I have investments that
are doing well. We’re good.” He leaned down and whispered in her
ear. “Besides, if we really get Yamamoto, this won’t be a problem.
And if I have to, I’ll come in, say you and I had a huge fight and
you left me, return the rings, and no one will be the wiser.”

Meggie was going to ask what he meant by
saying if he had to, but the salesman needed Tommy’s signature.
They got a nice bag filled with jewelry boxes and trotted out of
the store.

As they did, Meggie caught a glimpse of
someone familiar passing by and turned. The man spun and walked
away. She wasn’t able to get a clear look at him.

“What is it?” Tommy looked where she was.

“I think that’s Eddie.”

“Mark’s bestest bud?” He didn’t try to hide
his dislike, for which she couldn’t blame him. Eddie was indeed
Mark’s best friend. Meggie didn’t like him all that much and the
few times Tommy had been around him, Eddie had spent the time
making fun of him, just like they were in high school.

“Yes.” The man disappeared into a store.
“Well, if it was, he’s shopping, so let’s get out of here.” She
didn’t add ‘before he spots us’ but she knew Tommy was aware she
was thinking it, by the way he took her hand and squeezed it
gently.

“It’ll be fine,” he said as they hurried to
the parking lot.

“Yeah, not like it’s unusual to see someone
you know at a mall.” Even though Eddie didn’t live near this mall
and, as she recalled, liked to brag about how he paid someone to do
his personal shopping for him. A whisper of worry hit her, but
Meggie shrugged it off.

“You like the rings?” Tommy asked when they
were in the car.

“I think they’re beautiful. I still think
this is going to cost more than it’s worth.”

Tommy shrugged as they pulled out and headed
home. “Nothing wrong with a man spending decent money on the ring
his wife’s going to wear for the rest of her life.” He looked over
at her and smiled. “This can be one of our ‘married arguments’.
That even though you love the rings, you feel we spent too
much.”

She laughed. “Okay, you’re always thinking,
aren’t you? But, yeah, I won’t have any problem holding up my end
of that one.”

They zipped home. They lived in the same
complex, but Tommy’s apartment wasn’t in the same building set. He
pulled into her guest parking area. “Who packs, who asks Mister and
Missus Garner to watch the cats?”

The Garners were an elderly couple who loved
taking care of Meggie’s cat, Catnip, and Tommy’s cat, Megatron. “I
think it’ll make more sense if I start to pack, you call the
Garners and get Catnip’s stuff, we toss my stuff into the car, we
do the same at your apartment, then take them over to the Garners’
as we leave.”

“Works for me.” They raced up the stairs.
“Remember what Marlene said. We have to have formalwear, and a
frightening array of casual and semi-formalwear.”

“I hope I have enough luggage.”

Tommy jerked. “Oh, hell. Luggage. Married
couples’ stuff matches.”

Meggie thought about how her parents packed.
“And the wife almost always does the packing and their stuff packs
in together.” She took a deep breath. “No problem. I have the
solution.”
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Out of everything,
getting their cats to the Garners was the easiest part. Tom was
thankful the couple liked both him and Meggie equally, because the
solution to their luggage problem was taking more time than either
one of them thought they had.

While Meggie did a partial pack of her
things, Tom tossed his required clothing onto his bed, got his
luggage out, gathered Megatron’s stuff, and raced both cats to the
Garners’.

Mrs. Garner was waiting for him, beaming.
“Where are you and Meggie headed, Thomas?”

“New Orleans,” he replied as he hauled the
cat carriers and cat luggage bags into their apartment. Meggie had
a luggage bag for Catnip, and she’d bought one for Megatron a few
Christmases ago. Tom hadn’t considered how vitally handy these
things were until this evening. The bags had saved several minutes,
and they needed all the minutes they could get.

“Oh, romantic town,” Mr. Garner said, as he
came to help. “Going to propose to your girl while you’re
there?”

“Ah, maybe. Why do you think Meggie’s my
girl?”

The Garners looked at each other and laughed.
“The obvious mutual attraction, you two do everything together, you
work together,” Mrs. Garner said. “Where’s the mystery?”

“She’s engaged to someone else.” Tom wondered
why he was blurting things out he normally wouldn’t.

Mr. Garner shrugged. “I’ve met him. I’m not a
fan.”

Mrs. Garner patted Tom’s arm. “You ask her,
she’ll say yes. You don’t ask her, she’ll marry that pompous ass. I
think you can guess our vote.”

Something Mrs. Garner had said earlier nudged
him. “What do you mean, obvious mutual attraction?”

The Garners looked at each other again. “You
don’t see it?” Mr. Garner asked finally.

“No. She’s my best friend. But we’ve never
even kissed.” Something, he realized with both anticipation and
worry, they were going to have to do before they met anyone from
Family Mart.

“Doesn’t mean you both don’t want to,” Mrs.
Garner said as she took the cats into their bedroom to get them
adjusted.

Mr. Garner walked him to the door. “Son, I
know your parents are gone, so maybe you don’t have anyone to talk
to about these things. If you do, please forgive me. But your
little Meggie’s in love with you. If she hasn’t shown it to you,
well, maybe she’s afraid, or waiting for you to make the first,
obvious move.”

“She’s engaged to someone else.”

“Yes, so you reminded us before. Plenty of
precedent for a young woman to say yes to the wrong man, because
she thinks the right one’s not interested, not attainable, is in
love with someone else. If you’re in love with her like the missus
and I think you are, you’ll never have a better chance than this
weekend to tell her.”

“But, what if you’re wrong, and she’s not
only not in love with me, but not interested at all?” Then he’d
lose everything, because Meggie would leave the company and he
wouldn’t want to run it without her. He’d started it because of
her. He’d done everything in his life because of her.

Mr. Garner grinned. “I proposed in New York,
at the top of the Empire State Building. Figured I could jump if
she said no.” He shook his head. “Son, nothing ventured, nothing
gained. Faint heart never won fair lady. I could go on quoting
literary greats, but the bottom line is that if you love her, you
need to tell her. And before she’s up at the altar, if at all
possible.”

“Thank you. I’ll think on it.”

Tom left the Garners and called Meggie. “Your
place or mine?”

“I have all my stuff packed.” She sounded
breathless. “Just meet me at your place.”

“Where are you?”

“Down the stairs, heading for your
place.”

He sighed. “Coming for you, just stay
put.”

“Tommy, we don’t have time.”

“If we miss the flight, we miss the flight.
Stop exhausting yourself. That’s an order.” He reached his car and
found her fairly quickly. Tom hopped out and took her bags, trying
not to laugh. “You look like you’re auditioning for the ‘before’
picture in a Samsonite commercial.” He tossed them in the trunk
while Meggie got into the car.

“I just don’t want to lose this account.”

Tom reached across the front seat and stroked
her hair. “Relax.” She turned to him, eyes wide, lips slightly
parted, still a little out of breath, and he swallowed – hard. No
time like the present to find out if the Garners were suffering
from dementia or had real romantic insight. “Meggie…it occurred to
me…we’re going to have to…kiss. And show real intimacy.”

She nodded. “I thought of that, too.”

“If you…don’t want to…I’ll understand.”

“No, it’s fine. I mean, you’re right. We have
a great chance of actually fooling them into believing we’re
married. But not if we act like we’re…just friends.”

He stroked her face with his thumb. “You’re
sure?”

She nodded. “As long as we’ll still be best
friends after this weekend.” She sounded apprehensive, much more so
about this than them kissing.

“You’ll always be my best friend, Meggie.
Always be the most important person in the world to me.”

She looked relieved. “Then whatever we need
to do this weekend is fine.”

“Okay.” He pulled the bag with the rings over
and took the box with her wedding set out. He gazed at the rings
for a moment, then looked back at Meggie. “Marry me, at least for
the weekend?”

She giggled. “Yes.”

Tom slid the rings onto her finger. Meggie
gazed at her hand. “I love these rings,” she said softly.

“I’m glad,” he said, in the same tone.

Meggie got his box out and took his hand.
“Marry me, at least for the weekend?”

He grinned. “Absolutely.”

Meggie smiled and slid the ring onto his
hand. Tom looked at it, sent a prayer up to whoever might be
listening, took her face gently in his hands, then drew her mouth
to his and kissed her.
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Over the years, Meggie had imagined what a
first kiss from Tommy would be like, but she honestly hadn’t
imagined this. She’d figured it would be nice, gentle, tender – and
it was. But it was also sexual, titillating, and overpowering.

His lips were soft and sensuous, his tongue
expertly twined with hers, and his whole mouth seemed to control
hers, making her respond even if she hadn’t wanted to. But she did
want to. Their kiss moved from sexy to arousing in moments.

Tommy’s hands slid from her face. One hand
went to the back of her head, while the other slid down her back,
drawing her closer to him. Her arms were around his waist and she
clutched at his back. This was nothing like kissing Mark, like
kissing anyone else had ever been. No one’s first kiss had ever
made her want to leap from kissing straight to making love – no
one’s but Tommy’s.

He pulled away from her slowly, but before
either one of them could say anything, her phone rang.

They separated and Tommy drove to his
apartment while she got her phone out. “Hello?”

“Honey bunny, where’re you at?”

“Um, hi, Mark.” She tried not to feel guilty,
but didn’t manage too well. “We’re out. Why?”

“Just wondering. Any way you can dump the
nerd and come up to the lake early? I miss you.” Mark sounded
strange.

“No, no way at all. You know that.”

“I want you to.”

“I understand that. I’m not altering my
plans.”

“I’m the man you’re marrying.”

“Yes? Your point?”

“I don’t want you with him. And I’ve decided
that includes tonight.” She realized Mark sounded angry. Meggie
decided she didn’t care.

“That’s too bad. You’re not the boss of
me.”

“I’m going to be your husband.”

“Uh huh. Look, we’re busy. Have to go. I’ll
call you later. Bye.” Meggie hung up without waiting for Mark’s
reply.

“Everything okay?” Tommy asked as they pulled
the luggage out of the car and headed into his apartment.

“No, but I’ll worry about it later.” Meggie
wondered if this weekend’s theme was going to be her lying to
everyone about everything and had a feeling it was.

They got Tommy’s clothes intermingled in with
hers. “You sure we have everything?” he asked as she was zipping up
the last bag. “And you sure this hodge-podge of luggage isn’t going
to mark us as singles trying to pass?”

“I think we have enough, but if we don’t,
we’ll either buy it there or have Marlene ship it somehow. I think
the hodge-podge works because we can say we’re recently married and
didn’t take a honeymoon, because of trying to get the Yamamoto
account.” She did a fast count. “Okay, we have a cosmetics case
with all our personal care items, an underwear, sleepwear and shoes
bag, and a clothes bag, plus the garment bag for our nice outfits,
plus one computer bag holding, thankfully, both our laptops. I
can’t believe we have to pack this much for one weekend.”

Tommy looked at the tickets again. “I hope
Marlene made a copy of the itinerary.”

“Why?”

“I think we’re staying longer than Sunday
night.” He showed it to her.

Meggie realized she hadn’t paid any attention
to the return date. “Mister Yamamoto said ‘weekend’.”

Tommy shrugged. “Maybe we’ll be released on
Sunday, but I’m glad you insisted on us packing extra
underwear.”

“My mother always says to pack double the
underwear because you can re-use everything else.”

“Smartest woman in the world after you and
Marlene.” Tommy grinned. “Let’s get out of here and race off to the
airport.”

They hauled their mismatched set off, tossed
it back into the trunk, but before they could get into the car to
head for the airport, another car pulled up and blocked them.
Mark’s car. Meggie braced herself and made sure to keep her left
hand in her purse, in case Mark noticed she was wearing a different
ring from the one he’d given her.

“Honey bunny, what’s going on?” Mark asked as
he got out, looking angrier than he’d sounded on the phone.

Meggie tried to figure out if he’d seen the
luggage and decided to hope he hadn’t. “We needed to drop some
stuff off before we went out, Mark.”

“Seems like you’re in a big rush.” Mark
glared at Tommy then looked back at her. “I want you to come to the
lake with me. Now.”

“You’re not in charge of what Meggie does or
doesn’t do,” Tommy said calmly.

Mark got right up next to him, looming over
Tommy by several inches. “Yeah, Reid? Is that so? I guess you are,
right? You know I don’t like what you force her to do.”

“Tommy doesn’t force me to do anything, Mark.
You know that.”

“You don’t have to be afraid of him, honey
bunny. Trust me, I can take this wimp.”

“Back off, Tanner,” Tommy said through
gritted teeth.

Meggie fumbled for her phone. It felt like it
was time to call for help, before Mark hurt Tommy. But as she found
her phone the complex security guard drove over in one of the golf
carts they used to patrol more easily. “Something wrong, folks?” he
asked.

The guard was a big guy, and Meggie knew he
was an off-duty police officer. “Hi Officer Lee. We need to get out
and Mark had a little car trouble.”

Mark glared daggers at her. “Get in the car,
Meggie.”

She took a deep breath. “I will. You should,
too. Let’s see if your car will start now.” She turned and got into
Tommy’s car.

He did the same and locked the doors as soon
as they were inside. “This is interesting,” he said quietly.

Officer Lee stared at Mark, who finally got
into his car and drove off. Tommy waited and Officer Lee came to
his window. “You folks really alright?”

“I think so,” Tommy said. “Jealousy
issues.”

Office Lee nodded. “Happens a lot more than
folks realize. I’ve noted his license plate. If he comes back and
bothers you, I’ll make sure we have a little talk with him.”

They pulled out and headed for the airport.
“I’m sorry,” Tommy said.

“It’s not your fault. I have no idea why
Mark’s going all weird about this weekend and our Last Friday date,
but I don’t like it.” She swallowed. “I should have told him I
wasn’t going to the lake at all this weekend but….”

“But you were afraid of what he’d do?” Tommy
asked quietly.

“Yes.” Meggie shook herself. “He’s been
stressed about some stuff at the hospital, it’s probably made him
edgy and suspicious. I’m just going to ignore it and fix it later.
I need to focus on Yamamoto and Family Mart, or this weekend will
be a total waste.”

“Whatever you say.” Tommy grinned. “Glad we
didn’t run into him at the jewelry store. That would have been fun
to explain.”

She managed a giggle, then something dawned
on her. “Dang it. We left the jewelry box bag in the car. What are
we going to do with it?”

“Shove it into your purse.”

“I don’t have room.”

“Why not?”

“I have Quirrel in there.”

Tommy smiled. “You’re taking him with
you?”

“I take him every time I travel. I…I can’t
sleep without him.” Quirrel was the first stuffed toy Tommy had
ever made – it wasn’t really recognizable as a specific animal.
Meggie always thought of it as a squirrel/skunk/rabbit combination.
It had been white originally, but years of love had turned it a
dingy gray, despite any and all trips into the washer and dryer.
Tommy had made it for her, meticulously and with great care, when
they were in high school. Meggie still slept with Quirrel. Mark
hated it and teased her for being a baby who still needed a stuffed
toy to hold at night.

“You don’t put him in the luggage?”

“No. I don’t want anything to happen to
him.”

Tommy reached out and took her hand. “I’m
glad he still means so much to you. He still means a lot to me,
too.” This was likely true – Quirrel, or rather, his likeness, was
their company’s logo. Quirrel was one of the reasons Yamamoto
Enterprises considered them in the first place – Plush Life’s
ability to create a loveable toy that wasn’t obviously a ‘real’
thing.

Tommy was still holding her hand. Meggie
didn’t mind, but she wasn’t sure if she should or not. What she was
becoming sure of was that Mark never made her feel like Tommy did.
Mark held her hand to control her movements. When Tommy held her
hand, it didn’t feel like control, it felt like caring and
protection. She was never afraid of Tommy, and right now, she was
afraid of Mark. She tried to shake this off, but didn’t do too
well. She focused on Tommy and relaxed a little.

She swallowed and reminded herself that they
were pretending, and that meant Tommy was going to be focused on
seeming like her husband – but that, when this trip was over, they
would be going back to how they’d always been before. Just friends.
No more kissing. No more beautiful wedding rings. No more real or
implied intimacy.

Meggie felt like crying. She was losing her
heart’s desire before she’d even had it. And while she believed
him, a part of her was terrified that, once they’d done this,
regardless of the business outcome, she’d lose her best friend.

Tommy stroked the back of her hand with his
thumb. “You okay? You seem…a little depressed. Do you want to call
this off and go make up with Mark?”

“No.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m just
nervous. About Family Mart, not the stuff with Mark.” She took a
deep breath. Tell him. Tell him now. Let him know that pretending
to be married to him made her sad only because it was
pretend, not real. She opened her mouth and her phone rang again.
“Why are we so popular right now?”

She answered, but this time it was Marlene.
“I just took a better look. You’re there for what looks like
days.”

“We just realized it, too. We’ve packed
enough, I think. If not, well, expect a hysterical call, I
guess.”

“Be on your guard.” Marlene sounded
worried.

“Why? Putting you on speaker.” She hit the
button so Tommy could hear, too.

“This seems too spontaneous. I’m still
tracking, but I’m wondering if this is a group weekend, or just a
test of Plush Life, only.”

Meggie let this sink in. “You mean, the only
people there aside from Family Mart employees will be me and
Tommy?”

“I think it’s possible. Also, don’t trust
anyone there, don’t confide in anyone but each other.”

“You thinking industrial espionage?” Tommy
asked, sounding somewhat incredulous. “We make plush toys, not
nuclear warheads.”

“I think Plush Life wasn’t the only company
up for the Yamamoto account. Their business is huge for any
company, even a big one. Our competitors have to be watching, and
they’ll all want this to fail.”

They neared the airport and Tommy let go of
Meggie’s hand. “So, not only are we essentially undercover for this
trip, but we’re surrounded by hostiles, right?”

“Right,” Marlene answered. “Figure everyone
there is your enemy unless or until we officially have that
contract signed on the dotted line.”

“What contract?” Meggie asked.
“Yamamoto’s?”

“No,” Marlene said with a sigh. “The contract
waiting for you at the Family Mart rendezvous. We got another
package from Yamamoto Enterprises, with more details. Until Family
Mart’s contract with Plush Life is signed by Killian O’Rourke
himself, we aren’t getting Yamamoto’s anything. Other than wishes
for good luck. I think they really want to use us, and are praying
this succeeds, by the way.”

“But no pressure,” Tommy said cheerfully.
“Thanks, Marlene. We’ll handle it. And check in often and
early.”

“Do. Julie and I are going to be in the
office this weekend, just in case. We both figure it’s wiser for us
to keep on looking for what pitfalls are awaiting you two than
hanging out at the multiplex or the mall.”

“You guys are the best,” Meggie said.

“Just land this account, give us our ‘oh my
God, we’re in the big time’ bonuses, and we’ll call it even.”

They hung up chuckling. Meggie hoped this
wasn’t going to be the last laugh any of them had for a while, but
she wasn’t feeling confident of anything but her decision to keep
Mark far, far away from all of this in general and Family Mart in
particular.

They parked in the long-term lot, Tommy
insisted on carrying all the bags, Meggie managed to get the
cosmetics bag away from him, only, and they went into the
terminal.

She checked the clock. “Plane leaves in
forty-five minutes. I wonder if our checked bags have a hope of
making it.”

“We’re carrying on computers and the
cosmetics bag,” Tommy said as they got in line to check in.

Meggie rifled through the underwear bag,
pulled out a couple of sets for each of them, and shoved them into
the computer bag, while she put the little bag with all the ring
boxes and the receipt into this bag, shoved between some shoes.
“Okay, worst case, we live in these clothes.” They were both in
business suits, after all, and hers was, thankfully, a skirted
suit. They could make them adapt if they had to.

“My girl’s always prepared,” Tommy said with
a grin.

“I don’t feel prepared for this at all after
Marlene’s call.”

Tommy put down the bags in one hand and
pulled her to him. He nuzzled her head. “I promise, Meggie. It’ll
all work out.”

There were a lot of things she could have
done. But since they were supposed to be pretending to be married,
she went with what she wanted to do. Meggie put her arms around
Tommy’s waist and leaned her head against his shoulder. He
continued to nuzzle her head. And as they stood there like this,
she felt herself relax for the first time all day.
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The woman behind the
ticket counter insisted their bags would make their plane. She
wasn’t as positive about the two of them, however.

Tom had the computer bag over his shoulder
and now that their other bags were through baggage check, he’d
wrested the cosmetic case away from Meggie. He had her hand in his
free one as they ran for the security checkpoint.

“You know, for all the running we’re doing
today, you’d think we were professional athletes, not plush
designers,” Meggie said as they raced through the terminal.

“I know. This is taking the ‘no pain, no
gain’ idea to its max for me.”

They reached the security entrance and all of
a sudden Tom felt like someone was watching him. He turned around
and spotted Mark and Eddie, far behind them, but moving fast. Eddie
was built like Mark, and even though there was a lot of security in
an airport, they were on a tight time schedule. Besides, Meggie had
been badgered enough by Mark, she didn’t need to know he and Eddie
were apparently following them. So Tom put her ahead of him and
moved them quickly to the start of the security process.

There was no line, for which he knew they
were both grateful, him more than her right now. He checked behind
them as they loaded their things onto the x-ray conveyor – he could
see Mark and Eddie, but they weren’t trying to get through
security. Mark looked angry, but Eddie looked thoughtful. He turned
back before either one could catch his eye. They’d be safe from
Mark as soon as they were on the plane, and maybe he’d be able to
convince Meggie during the weekend that she didn’t belong with Mark
at all.

They got through without too much fuss, and
with only a couple of questions about why underwear fell out when
they took their laptops out. Tom tried not to note that Meggie’s
were black and lacy, but he couldn’t avoid it, since they fell into
his hands.

She blushed bright red as she shoved them
back in. “I look totally embarrassed, don’t I?”

“Kind of.” He took her hand again. “We’ll
work on it on the plane.” Tom tried not to sound overly eager. He
didn’t want Meggie to think he was hot for her body. Of course, he
was, but he didn’t want her to think that was all he was hot for.
Of course, he was more than willing to ensure they had no issues
appearing intimate. Then again, if she only wanted to be friends
after this, maybe he shouldn’t seem to want to sleep with her at
all, maybe it would scare her, put her off, repulse her.

Meggie tugged on his hand. “Tommy, you’re
trying to run us past our gate.”

“Oh, sorry, lost in thought.”

“Glad you can have any other than, ‘oh my
God, what are we getting ourselves into’. Impressive.”

He grinned as they reached the gate agent,
who shook her head. “You two just made it. We’re about to close the
doors.”

“Impromptu trips do that,” Tom said.

She smiled. “At least you do them with
style.”

They walked through and down the ramp. “What
did she mean?” Meggie asked.

Tom looked at the tickets again. “You know,
I’m losing it. I stared at these for something like five minutes
and apparently saw nothing relevant.” He showed their boarding
passes to her.

“Me either. I think it was the shock of the
whole thing. And, wow. First class? Glad we didn’t miss the
flight.”

The stewardess hurried them into their seats,
took their bags and stowed them, and then the doors closed. “They
weren’t kidding,” Tom said quietly as they both turned their phones
off. “We did just make it.” He relaxed. They were on the plane –
nothing Mark could do now to bother Meggie or screw up this
weekend.

Meggie heaved a shuddering sigh. “Okay, so,
now we’re just down to the hard parts.” She was clutching the
armrests.

Tom took her hand in his. “Squeeze away, I’m
right here.”

“You’re okay?”

“Yeah. Flying doesn’t bother me.”

“I guess that’s good, right?”

He leaned over and kissed the top of her
head. “Right.”

While they taxied to the runway and waited
for takeoff, Tom considered this. His parents had died in an
airplane accident when he and Meggie were fifteen. Her parents had
become good friends with his over the years, and they were the ones
who took him in when he was suddenly orphaned.

It had been a hard blow, the worst, really,
but the person who’d taken it the hardest was Meggie. Not that Tom
hadn’t loved his parents – he had, very much, and still missed them
every day. But Meggie had been inconsolable. Nothing anyone had
done or said had gotten her out of the depression his parents’
death caused. She barely ate, and she didn’t sleep. Her family had
no idea of what to do.

Tommy had let the professionals talk at
Meggie for a while, but none of them had made her feel any better.
One day, out of the blue, he’d had an idea. That idea had turned
into Quirrel.

He’d given it to her at school – he couldn’t
remember why his fifteen-year-old logic had reasoned this was a
good choice. Everyone had laughed, teased him, made fun of it.
Everyone but Meggie. She’d loved it instantly. She’d refused to
leave it in her locker or backpack – instead had placed it on her
desk in every class, and held it on the bus ride home. And she was
Meggie again by the time they woke up the next morning.

Tom had figured it would stay in her room
after that. But she’d brought Quirrel to school every day for the
rest of that year. The school counselor had brought Tom in, to ask
him why he’d created what he had, how he’d known what to do. Tom
hadn’t had a good answer, beyond, “I knew she’d like it.”

By the end of Quirrel’s first month at
school, more than a few of the girls had passed hints that they’d
like one themselves. So, he made a few more – not Quirrel exactly,
he refused to copy Meggie’s, but similar enough. He didn’t give
them as gifts to anyone else, other than Meggie’s mother and
sisters-in-law. But the girls at school were willing to pay cash
for these toys, or their boyfriends were. By the end of the year,
Tom realized he’d discovered what he was good at and had a viable
business model in place.

The rest was history, theirs, really. They’d
both majored in business in college, he’d started Plush Life, and
they’d worked like dogs to get into this position. And somehow, all
along this way, he’d never managed to tell Meggie that every plush
toy he designed was for her, in some way, shape or form. He’d let
her get engaged to a man he loathed, and hadn’t once told her that
he loved her as more than just his best friend. And now he was,
essentially, encouraging her to cheat and lie, things she wasn’t
normally prone to do. He wondered what his parents would think of
all of this, and had to figure they wouldn’t be overly
impressed.

They started to speed up for takeoff and
Meggie clutched at him. It had been a while since they’d been on a
plane together, and Meggie was clearly more afraid of flying than
he’d ever realized. “It’s okay, baby,” he said softly. “Nothing
bad’s going to happen.”

She nodded. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“How did you handle the trip to Japan?” Tom
let go of her hand, put his arm around her, and took her hand in
his free one. Meggie was trembling.

“I just held onto Quirrel,” she said in a
tiny voice.

“You want me to get him out of your
purse?”

Meggie clutched at him again. “No, please
don’t let go of me, Tommy.”

Tom hugged her gently. “Never. I’m never
letting go of you, I promise.”

Meggie leaned her head against his chest. The
armrest didn’t make this the most comfortable position in the
world, but Tom could tell Meggie wouldn’t be able to handle him
moving it right now.

They lifted off and he stroked her hair and
kissed her head until they reached cruising altitude. He felt
Meggie relax, and only then did he let go.

She leaned back with a sigh. “Thanks. I’m a
wimp, aren’t I?”

“Who would say that? A lot of people are
afraid of flying.”

“Mark.”

Yet another reason to loathe Mark, not that
he needed any more. “You’ve been on a couple of flights with him.
What does he do?”

“Tells me it’s silly to be afraid. Then he
quotes the statistics.” Meggie looked down. “He doesn’t hold me
like…you did.” She looked up at him. “Thanks for taking care of
me.”

Tom managed to clamp down on what he wanted
to say. “I’m always happy and willing to take care of you,
Meggie.”

The stewardess came by. “Are you alright,
miss?” she asked Meggie. “Can I get you anything?”

“My…wife’s afraid of flying,” Tom said.
“Could we get some pillows and blankets?”

“Of course.” The stewardess was back with
them quickly. “Do you want any kind of meal or a beverage?” she
asked.

It occurred to him that they hadn’t had time
to eat. “You hungry?”

Meggie shook her head. “Not really.”

“Me, either. How about a glass of wine, to
relax?” Meggie nodded. “Two glasses of red wine, please.”

Tom moved the armrest up and reclined their
seats They took off their shoes, and Meggie curled up in the seat,
cuddled next to him. He made sure they were both comfortable,
pillows in the right spots, blankets covering them, then put his
arm back around her. The wine arrived.

“Here’s to the start of our big adventure,”
he said as they clinked the glasses together.

“Here’s to married life,” Meggie added with a
giggle. She seemed much better now that they were up in the air and
snuggled together. Tom wasn’t sure if he should count this as a
victory yet, though.

They finished the wine and Tom got another
two glasses. Meggie heaved a big sigh as the second glass arrived
and he felt her relax into what he’d consider her normal state of
being.

“So, when did we get married?” he asked.

“Well, had to be after my trip to Japan,
because I’d just gotten engaged then.”

“So, under six months. Good, we can get away
with a lot by being newlyweds.”

“Only some.” Meggie looked up at him.
“Newlyweds are still in the honeymoon phase and that means a lot of
public displays of affection and similar. I don’t think we want to
tell Family Mart that we’ve been living together for years or
something.”

“I agree, and I’m up to it.” The stewardess
took their glasses and Tom reached up and turned the overhead
lights off. “Are you?” he asked quietly.

“If I say yes, does that make me the biggest
slut in the world?”

“Not to me.”

“Then I’m up for it.”

Tom smiled. “That’s my girl.” Then he bent
and kissed her again. And this time, no phone call interrupted
them.
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For the first time,
Meggie was sorry they were in first class, because making out with
Tommy made her want to join the Mile High Club and there was no way
she’d feel comfortable doing that in the first class cabin.

Friends in college had told her how to do it
– you went to the rear bathrooms, because the noise of flying was
so great back there no one would hear you. They’d explained all
about how to sneak in and out, when to pick your time, and so
forth. But none of her friends had ever flown first class without
their parents along, so there were no tips for this area. Besides,
she had no idea how Tommy would react to the suggestion and she
already figured he had to think she was a slut, despite saying
otherwise.

However, this worry didn’t stop her from
continuing to make out. The second kiss had been as great as the
first and they were well past that now. She was practically in his
lap and his hands were starting to roam. He stroked her back and
she wiggled closer as his hand reached her behind.

His hand trailed up, heading for her breasts.
Meggie moaned softly as he stroked her through her clothes. They
might have ended up just going for it right here in the seats,
except that the plane hit turbulence.

Meggie’s whole body tensed and she grabbed
Tommy, not from arousal but from fear. He picked it up, instantly,
and shifted her back somewhat properly into her seat. “It’s okay,
Meggie baby,” he said softly. “Nothing’s going to happen.”

She registered that he’d called her baby
before, during takeoff. But he’d never used that endearment for her
in all the years they’d known each other. She figured it was part
of him pretending to be her husband.

Meggie nodded, but the turbulence didn’t stop
and the fasten seatbelts sign came on, along with the pilot asking
everyone to return to their seats. Tommy made sure she was buckled
in before he put his own seatbelt on, then he put his arm around
her and held her.

Meggie wrapped her arms around his waist and
buried her head in his chest. The plane bounced and shook and she
tried not to feel afraid, but she couldn’t. Every time she was in
an airplane she imagined what Tommy’s parents had gone through –
first feeling happy they were going off on a trip of a lifetime,
then fear moving up to terror, probably relief that Tommy wasn’t
with them, fear over what would happen to their only child with
them gone, maybe resignation and acceptance of dying. Maybe not.
Tommy’s parents hadn’t been quitters.

The plane ride smoothed out, and Meggie found
herself wondering just what Tommy’s parents would think of what she
was doing. Would they understand or be disappointed in her? She had
no idea any more. She didn’t really know what her parents or
brothers would think, either. She knew they all liked Tommy a lot
more than they liked Mark, but they thought of him as their ‘other
son and brother’, too.

The turbulence started again and she
whimpered. “Meggie baby, it’s going to be okay.” Tommy hugged her
more tightly. “I’m never letting you fly alone again,” he added,
and he sounded like he always did when he’d made up his mind and no
one else had a hope of changing it. “Why didn’t you tell me you
were so afraid of flying? I’d have gone to Japan with you.”

“It’s irrational. I know it.” She’d had a lot
of definitions of irrational fear explained to her after Tommy’s
parents had died. “I’m working on it. I mean, it’s sort of
illogical to spend an entire plane flight afraid of crashing.”

“Logic’s great. But it can’t trump emotion
and never will.” Tommy kissed her head. “Relax if you can, Meggie
baby. If not, you hold onto me as tightly as you need to, and you
let me know if I need to hold you more tightly or if that’s scaring
you more.”

“No, it’s making me feel better.” Tommy
tightened his hold on her a little more and Meggie snuggled a bit
closer.

Tommy was, as always, right – logic was never
going to win over emotion. While they flew on, the plane going calm
to bumpy intermittently, she considered the situation she’d put
herself in by being logical.

She didn’t love Mark. She’d never loved him,
though she’d liked him a lot when they’d first met and started
dating. But she’d listed his attributes and, logically, he’d make a
great husband. Emotion said that she’d rather be alone than with
someone she didn’t truly love.

Logic told her that if Tommy had ever seen
her as more than his best friend, then he’d have let her know
already. Emotion said they weren’t kissing like friends and maybe
that meant something.

Logic said that marrying a successful doctor
who was crazy about you and wanted to take care of you was a great
choice. Emotion said that living her own life was a better choice
and also mentioned again that she didn’t love him.

Logic said she wasn’t getting any younger and
twenty-six was a good time to get settled down. Emotion said that
there was no ‘right time’ until you were with the right person.

Logic said that since no one else was ever
going to measure up to Tommy, picking the logically good
replacement should be the right choice. Emotion said she’d rather
wait for him forever than be with someone else, especially someone
she didn’t love.

Emotion said that she not only didn’t love
Mark now, but that she never would. If he’d embraced Tommy, then
maybe. But he hadn’t. Mark considered Tommy a romantic rival. Mark
did know her in some ways, because Tommy was Mark’s romantic
rival. For Meggie, Tommy was everyone’s romantic rival.

Regardless of what happened after the weekend
was over, Meggie knew she had to stop lying, at least to herself.
Emotion said she was in love with Tommy and always would be. And,
as Tommy had just said, emotion was always going to win.

Well, she couldn’t solve most of the mess
she’d put herself into in one night. But she could man up and stop
lying to both herself and to Mark. She’d worry about what to tell
Tommy later.

The plane calmed down as soon as she made
this decision. Meggie wasn’t sure if it was coincidence or a sign
from Tommy’s parents. But she felt better.

“Let’s just get some sleep, Meggie baby,”
Tommy murmured to her. “You need the rest after this.”

Meggie nodded and relaxed against him. She
really liked him calling her baby, as much as she hated being
called honey bunny, as she thought about it. The wine and Tommy
holding her made her feel relaxed and safe and Meggie’s eyes closed
of their own volition.

They dozed for the rest of the flight, until
the stewardess woke them up for landing. Tommy kept the armrest up
and his arm around her for this, while she clutched his hand. But
the landing was smooth and uneventful and after the usual docking,
they were off, first, considering where they’d been sitting.

“I could get used to first class,” Tommy said
with a grin.

“Me, too. I need to stop in the
bathroom.”

“Wise choice. I’ll meet you at the drinking
fountain.”

Meggie extracted the cosmetics case and let
him keep the computer bag. As soon as she was in the bathroom she
turned her phone back on. There were several missed calls, most
from Mark, but no voicemails. Her other missed call was from one of
her brothers.

She decided to call Danny back first. He was
the middle of her three brothers but he’d been the one who’d gotten
married first. Craig joked that because Danny had been born second,
he always wanted to do things first. He and his wife, Karen, had
three kids, and Meggie wondered if something was wrong – her
brothers usually didn’t call on Friday nights because they assumed
she was out.

Danny answered on the second ring. “Sis, you
okay?”

“Um, yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I got some weird call from your fiancé. He
sort of insinuated Tom had kidnapped you or something.”

Meggie sighed. “No. We landed the Yamamoto
account, but it’s contingent on us getting approved by Family Mart.
Long, weird story short, Tommy and I are in New Orleans. We just
landed.”

“Why didn’t you tell Mark?”

She sighed again. “Because he wouldn’t
understand. He thinks what we do for a living is stupid.”

Danny was quiet for a few long moments. “Sis,
I’m sorry, but I have to ask you this – why are you marrying
Mark?”

“Tommy asked me that this afternoon.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I didn’t answer, we got distracted by this
contract situation.”

“You willing to give the answer to me?”

“Yeah, I am, because I had a whole, bumpy
plane ride to think about it.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t
love Mark, and I’m going to call and tell him that, and break it
off, right after I get off the phone with you.”

“Thank God!” This wasn’t the reaction she was
expecting. She heard Danny talking to Karen, telling her this news,
and heard her sister-in-law echo the ‘thank God’.

“Okay, you want to tell me why you’re
happy?”

“Well, at first, I thought he was a nice guy.
But time’s been showing that he’s not. And after the conversation I
had with him tonight, I want him as far away from you and Tom as
possible. I’m worried that he’s mentally unstable.”

“Mark’s fully sane, trust me.”

“He’s also a jerk. Oh, and to save you some
time and worry – we all feel the same way about him.”

“Who do you mean, all?”

“Craig and Lisa, Mike and Michelle, Mom and
Dad. So, dump away, your entire family supports the decision.”

“Why didn’t any of you mention this earlier?
Like, months earlier?”

Danny sighed. “We thought you were in love
with him. And we also thought he was a good guy. He’s not. I don’t
have all the particulars, but I think Craig and Dad have done some
checking and they aren’t enamored of him anymore.”

“I share the family feeling. And I know Tommy
does, as well.”

Danny laughed. “I’m sure he does. Give our
other little brother our best, and tell him to watch his back. Once
you break it off with Mark, who knows what’s going to happen.”

“Thanks, Mister Uplifting.” Her phone beeped
and she checked it. “Speak of the devil and he calls.”

“I’ll let you go. Enjoy New Orleans, let me
know if you have problems with the big dump off, and good luck with
the contract. Is it okay for me to tell everyone else about
it?”

“Sure, but we have no guarantee of success at
this point.”

“Hey, it’s you and Tommy-Boy. Nothing can
stop the two of you. Love you, Sis.”

“Love you, too.” She hung up, but Mark wasn’t
on the line. She sighed and called him back. “Hi Mark, what’s
up?”

“Why haven’t you answered my calls?” Mark
sounded enraged.

“I had my phone turned off.”

“Why?”

Meggie steeled herself. “Doesn’t matter.
Mark, I need to tell you something. I’m sorry I’m not saying this
in person, but I don’t want to wait. I realized something important
tonight – that I’m lying to myself and I’m lying to you. I don’t
love you and I don’t want to marry you. I’ll return the engagement
ring to you sometime next week, because I’m not going to the lake
this weekend. I’m sorry to hurt you, but I can’t pretend
anymore.”

Mark was quiet, to the point where Meggie
checked to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. He finally spoke.
“What did Reid do to make you do this?”

“This has nothing to do with Tommy.” It
didn’t, in that sense.

“I know he’s forcing you to do things to keep
your job. Tell me what happened.”

“Tommy’s not forcing me to do anything I
don’t want to do, Mark. Tommy didn’t make this decision – I did.
You’re a nice, fun, handsome guy, and you’ll make some girl very
happy. But I’m not that girl.”

“Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not. I’m sorry, but we’re over.
Goodbye, Mark.” Meggie hung up and, for the first time in a long
time, felt like herself again.
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Meggie was in the
bathroom so long Tom was about to risk it and go in there to look
for her, when she finally came out. “You okay? Were you sick?”

She shook her head. “I’m fine. Had to return
some calls.”

“Oh, that reminds me.” Tom pulled his phone
out and turned it on.

“Tommy, there’s something I want to tell
you.”

He was about to ask what when his phone rang.
“Hold that thought. Hello?”

“Mister Reid?”

“Yes.”

“This is Killian O’Rourke. I understand you
and your partner and your spouses are coming to my estate this
weekend.”

“Just me and my partner, Mister O’Rourke.”
Meggie made the ‘oh my God’ face and started digging into the
computer bag.

“Oh? Why is that?” O’Rourke didn’t sound
pleased, which wasn’t a surprise.

“Because my partner is my spouse,
Mister O’Rourke.”

“Ah, well, that makes sense.” O’Rourke
chuckled. “You’re in New Orleans now?”

“Yes, we just landed. Have to get our things
from baggage claim.” Meggie was looking at the itinerary. She
pointed to ‘Friday Night’ – there was ‘arrive in New Orleans’ next
to ‘travel to O’Rourke Estate’. “Are we supposed to come over to
you tonight, or would tomorrow morning be preferable?”

“Your room is all ready. Both of them…if you
want two.”

Tom knew a trick question when he heard it.
“No, we’d rather sleep together,” he said with a laugh. “One of the
reasons we got married.”

“Well put. I can send my driver to pick you
up tonight.”

“No, we have a rental car.” Tom didn’t want
them trapped, reliant on Family Mart to be able to leave when they
wanted to. “What we don’t have are directions to your estate,
however.”

“Where are you getting your rental from?”

“We’re Hertz Gold members.”

“Excellent. We’ll fax the directions to the
desk. Call me back if they’re not there by the time you reach the
rental area.”

“Will do.” They hung up and Tom sighed. “This
is going to be fun.”

“I’m sure.”

He took both bags and took Meggie’s free hand
in his again. “I figure we’d better make sure we look very married
from here on in.”

She laughed. “I think we kind of managed that
on the plane, too.”

“Yeah. You okay?” he asked softly. Meggie
nodded. “Good.” They headed for baggage claim. “You wanted to tell
me something?”

“Yeah, but…what was that all about us wanting
to sleep together?”

“Oh, he tried the ‘two rooms’ trick. Marlene
wasn’t kidding – when I said it was just me and my partner, he
didn’t sound happy. Until I said my partner was my wife.”

“You sounded really relaxed and natural.”

“Good.” Tom figured that years of fantasizing
about being married to Meggie were paying off, at least somewhat.
“He suggested having his driver pick us up.”

“I’m glad you insisted on us keeping the
rental car. This is moving from weird to eerie. How did he know
when we landed?”

“No idea.” Tom looked over his shoulder. “Now
I feel paranoid.”

“Me too.” Meggie laughed again. “Embrace the
situation, I guess.”

“Sounds good to me.”

They reached baggage claim but had to wait.
Tom ensured that he had Meggie snuggled up against him the whole
time. They got some kissing in there, too. He didn’t let it get as
involved as when they’d been on the plane – he’d been ready to rip
her clothes off then and that seemed like a worse idea in the
middle of the airport than it had in the middle of the first class
cabin.

Besides, he wasn’t sure if she was feeling
what he was when they kissed. Her kiss was everything he’d imagined
and more, and while he’d sort of touched second base, he wanted to
do that with their clothes off. As soon as possible. But he wasn’t
sure if Meggie’s reactions had been from arousal or nerves.

They both breathed a sigh of relief when
their luggage appeared. Meggie again wrangled the cosmetics case
away from him, but he won and had all the rest of the bags. They
took the bus to the rental car area, his arm around her shoulders,
Meggie’s head leaning against him the entire ride. It felt natural
and wonderful to hold her like this, be with her like this. Tom
tried to ignore the fear that this weekend would be it, one little
glimpse of what his life could be like, then back to reality as
soon as they were back to Los Angeles, if not sooner.

While he loaded the bags into their assigned
car, Meggie went to the office to see if the directions were
there.

His phone rang before she was back. He
checked the number. “Hi Mark.”

“Reid, what are you trying to pull?” Mark’s
voice was a vicious growl.

“Something you wouldn’t understand. Leave
Meggie alone.”

“You wish. I’m coming, Reid. Just wanted you
to know that. I’m going to take back what’s mine.”

“Coming where?”

Mark laughed nastily. “You’ll find out,
loser.” He hung up just as Meggie came back with a map as well as
what appeared to be a printout.

“The directions were waiting for us, but the
guy behind the desk insisted I take this map, too. He said it’s
going to take us a while to get there. The estate isn’t in New
Orleans proper.”

“Fine with me, I’m not in a rush.”

Meggie gave him a funny look. “There’s
more.”

“What?”

“The Hertz guy sort of confirmed our initial
impressions, that Killian O’Rourke is weird. He really stressed
that we needed to be careful. And he was furtive about it, like he
didn’t want anyone to know he was warning us. He also gave me a
book about historic sites – apparently where we’re going is one of
them. He suggested we read up on it sooner as opposed to
later.”

“Can it get any more weird? Wait, don’t
answer that, I’m sure it can. Let’s just get there and not worry
about things until we have to.”

Meggie cleared her throat. “I also had a note
waiting for me.” She handed it to him.

“Mark says not to be afraid,” Tom read aloud.
“He’s coming to rescue you.” He looked up. “I wonder if that was
really Eddie you saw at the mall.”

Meggie nodded. “I think it was.”

“How in the world did he know to leave a note
for you at Hertz?”

“He knows we’re Gold Club members, and he
also knows I prefer to have a car whenever I travel. I have to
figure it was an easy guess. I’d like to know how he knew we were
here.”

Tom sighed. “I saw him and Eddie at the
airport. I didn’t mention it because we were going through security
and were almost out of time.” He wondered if she was going to be
upset with this.

“Good. Flying’s bad enough. Having a fight
with Mark just beforehand would have probably killed me.” She
laughed, but Tom wasn’t so sure she was joking. Her face looked
drawn. “But…I don’t want to talk about him anymore. I can’t focus
on what we need to worrying about Mark.”

“Fair enough.” He didn’t want her thinking
about Mark, anyway. He hugged her. “Let’s get going.”

Meggie hugged him back, tightly. “Sounds good
to me.”

They left the airport, Meggie providing
navigation while Tom drove. They were on freeway for a while, then
a main highway. But after a while they turned off and things
weren’t so clear, well lit, or well paved.

They did fine for a while, but finally Meggie
was sure they’d missed a turnoff. “We’re supposed to turn on Old
Plantation Road, but I haven’t seen it, and from the directions, I
think we should have hit it already.”

There was an area to the side of the road
where it looked safe to park and Tom pulled over there. “You know,
I know it’s late here, but I haven’t seen a single car, either.
Think I got us onto the wrong road?”

“No, I’m sure we turned where we were
supposed to on our last turn. The sign was clear.” She sighed. “I
guess we turn around.”

“Yeah. At least Julie got a nice rental for
us, since we’re going to be spending a lot more time in it than we
thought.”

Meggie giggled. “Yeah, this is clearly on the
executive level side of the rental house. Guess she wanted us to
make an impressive first impression.”

Tom rubbed his eyes. “Yeah. Wish we were
making a not lost impression.” He sighed. “Guess I’d better call
O’Rourke.”

Meggie reached out and rubbed the back of his
neck. “Do you need to nap a little? I mean, I know we dozed on the
plane, but you seem really tired all of a sudden.”

“Maybe. But I don’t want you trying to drive
and navigate at the same time, and I don’t want to have the ‘you’ve
done it before’ argument, either.”

“Gee, you sound like you think I’m all hot
and heavy for us to crash out here in the middle of nowhere.”

He snorted. “I know you.”

Meggie rolled her eyes. “Fine. I think you
need a nap, you’re getting cranky.”

He grinned. “Yes, dear. But if I’m climbing
into the back seat, so are you.”

“You going to seduce me back there?” she
asked with another giggle.

Tom locked the car doors, unlocked both their
seat belts, and slid next to her. “Maybe.” He ran his hand up her
arm, stroked her neck, and slid it onto the back of her head.
“Maybe right here.”

Meggie’s breathing got heavy. “O-Okay.”

Tom nuzzled her ear. “You sure you’re okay
with us…consummating the marriage?” Tom closed his eyes, hoping
Meggie still wanted this, hoping that somehow, it was all going to
really work out like he wanted it to, not blow up and destroy
everything he cared about.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I am.”

“Here?”

“Here, now, anywhere.”

Tom opened his eyes and looked at her
expression. It was the look he’d always wanted to see on her face
when directed towards him – desire, anticipation, and
affection.

He smiled slowly. “Okay, Meggie baby.
Whatever you want.”

“I want you,” Meggie whispered.

“Good,” he said softly. “Because I want you,
too.”
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Tommy kissed her,
slowly at first, but then with more and more passion, until their
bodies were grinding against each other.

They went from aroused to animalistic fast.
They were almost ripping each other’s clothes off, or at least half
of them – their shoes, his jacket and tie, and her jacket and
underwear were somewhere in the car but no longer on their bodies.
Her blouse and bra were open, just like his shirt.

Meggie knew Tommy’s chest well – she’d spent
the last few years staring at it from behind her sunglasses any
time they were in a pool, at the ocean, or in hot weather. He was
muscular and cut, great pecs and abs, with a dusting of blond hair
that she found very virile. She ran her hands over his chest and he
growled.

Tommy kissed her deeply, then trailed his
mouth down her neck while he stroked her breasts and she gasped.
His mouth reached her breasts as his hands slid down and cupped her
behind. All she could do was clutch at his back and moan, and all
she could think about was how wonderful this felt – as his lips,
teeth and tongue teased and stroked her nipples – even if they were
in an awkward position in the front seat.

Apparently Tommy felt the position could be
improved, too. His hands slid to her waist and he lifted her over
the front seat and put her onto the back, rather easily. She didn’t
have time to remark on this, because he was over right after her,
mouth back to her breasts. His lips and tongue trailed over her
skin and then his mouth moved down.

Meggie writhed with desire as he alternately
stroked her with his tongue and took her gently in his teeth.
“Mmmm,” he murmured against her skin. “You’re so sweet, baby. Just
like cotton candy.” His tongue delved deep inside her as Meggie
moaned his name. Then he had her between his teeth again, while he
stroked her with his tongue at the same time, and Meggie wailed as
pleasure radiated out and her climax crashed, faster and harder
than she’d ever experienced before.

Tommy didn’t stop until her body stopped
shuddering. Then he rose as she lay there, gasping and trembling.
His eyes were burning as he looked at her. She reached for him and
he smiled slowly. “It’s okay, Meggie baby. I’m not going to make
you wait for anything.” He bent and kissed her while he undid his
pants.

She thrust against him wildly, she couldn’t
help it, she had no self-control right now. All she wanted was him
on top of her, to make love to him, feel his chest against hers as
he moved inside her.

Tommy rose and watched her face as he slid
inside. Meggie tried to watch him, too, but she couldn’t stop her
back from arching or her head from going back. “Oh…God…Tommy,” she
gasped out. “Feels so…good…so big…oh God….”

He stopped. “Am I hurting you?” he asked
softly.

“No!” She grabbed at him. “No, don’t stop,
please, Tommy, please don’t stop.”

He thrust all the way in and Meggie felt like
she was spinning. She grabbed his arms, wrapped her legs around
his, and held on. Her hips were handling everything else just fine,
and with a great deal of enthusiasm, which was good, because her
brain was in pleasure overload and she couldn’t think about
anything but how good this felt.

Tommy sped up to catch her frantic thrusts,
and they were making wild love. Meggie couldn’t slow down, couldn’t
get enough of him fast enough, and he obliged. The friction moved
her up and over the edge and another orgasm crashed while she
wailed and clutched at him.

As this climax quieted, Tommy bent and toyed
with her neck and ear, while he slowed them down. Her body
responded to his, as she let his slow, strong thrusts carry her
along again. Her arms wrapped around his back and she shuddered
from pleasure as his chest rubbed against her breasts.

It took longer, but he brought her to the
edge again. “Come for me,” he whispered in her ear as he thrust
deeply inside her. She couldn’t have stopped it if she’d wanted to,
but she didn’t want to. Another orgasm crashed, just like he’d
asked. He thrust harder and faster, ratcheting her right back to
the brink. “Again,” he whispered. “Come for me, Meggie. Come with
me.”

She did, and this time he joined her. She
felt everything as his body’s spasms caused hers to increase. He
covered her mouth with his and she screamed her orgasm into his
throat, while his tongue held hers captive.

Their bodies started to quiet and he murmured
her name while she buried her face in his neck and sobbed from
sexual fulfillment and exhaustion. Tommy wrapped his arms around
her and she clutched his back again. When he finally slid out of
her Meggie felt a loss like she’d never experienced before.

She knew two things without question – this
had been the most incredible sexual experience of her life, and
there was no way she was going to be able to make love to anyone
else ever again.
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Tom shifted them so
Meggie was lying on top of him. She was trembling and clutched at
him, almost like on the plane, but he knew it wasn’t the same. He
stroked her back and her hair as her body and his quieted.

“You okay?” he asked softly. It had been
incredible for him, and he was pretty sure it had been good for
her, but he really wanted to be positive.

Meggie heaved a sigh. “Better than okay.”

He felt relieved and kissed her head.
“Good.”

“No, that was great. Better than great.
Beyond better than great.”

He chuckled. “Good to know.” He tried not to
feel incredibly pleased with himself, but didn’t manage it. Making
love to Meggie had been even better than he’d ever fantasized, and
God knew he’d fantasized about it a lot. “For me too,” he
added.

“Good to know.” She giggled.

“What is it?”

“I was just thinking – if this is what you’re
like in a car, what will being in a bed be like?”

He grinned. “I’ll do my best to make it
better than in the back seat of the rental car.”

Meggie sighed, and he was pretty sure it was
happily. “That might be hard to do, but I’m really willing to give
it a try, if only for the sake of scientific research.”

He was tempted to suggest they just head back
to New Orleans, get a hotel room, and spend the weekend there. But
they really couldn’t do that, for a variety of reasons. “I guess
we’d better pull ourselves together and try to find where we’re
supposed to be.”

“Yeah, we should.” Meggie didn’t move, and he
didn’t try to move, either. “Tommy…I need to –” His phone rang and
Meggie sighed. “Guess we’d better get that.” She bent over the
front seat and it took all his self-control not to grab her and
make love to her again.

Meggie handed his phone back to him.
“Hello?”

“Mister Reid, this is Killian O’Rourke.
Wondering where you and your wife are.”

“Funny you should ask, Mister O’Rourke.”
Meggie rolled her eyes and started to get her clothes back on,
buttoned and straightened up. Tom decided he both loved and hated
O’Rourke. They were only in this position because O’Rourke was,
clearly, insane, and for that, he loved the man. But O’Rourke’s
timing was leaving a lot to be desired. “We’re lost. We think we’re
on the right road, but we can’t find the turnoff.”

“Tell me where you are, I’ll talk you
in.”

Tommy covered the mouthpiece. “He’s going to
talk us in.”

Meggie had her underwear back on, her skirt
down, and her bra closed up. She put her hand out for the
phone.

“My wife is the navigator, Mister O’Rourke.
I’m going to give you to her.” He handed her the phone.

“Hello, Mister O’Rourke,” Meggie said, as she
tried to button her blouse. Tommy moved her hands away and did it
for her. She seemed to like this, if her moving closer to him was
any indication. “Yes. Yes, we’re on that road. But we’ve been on it
for miles and haven’t hit Old Plantation Road. Really? Huh, well,
it clearly says ‘Old Plantation Road’ on the directions we got.
Yes, I’m sure we can find that. I think I remember passing it. Yes,
I can understand how that happens. Yes. No worries, we’ll be there
soon, I’m sure. Yes, we’ll call immediately if we don’t find it.
Hopefully we’ll see you shortly.”

Tommy had gotten Meggie’s blouse buttoned,
his pants and shirt in order, and found his tie by the time she was
done. “So, what’s wrong with the directions?”

She sighed. “Apparently ‘everyone’ knows that
you have to take the turn to Gator Lake in order to reach Old
Plantation Road.”

“So, he insisted on sending us directions
that only a local would be able to decipher?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

Tom’s turn to sigh. “I’m sure we can find
another account like Yamamoto.”

“Yeah, I’m not feeling the tingle of success
right now.” Meggie stroked his hair. “But we’ll still do our best
for the firm, right?”

He stroked her cheek. “Absolutely.”

They crawled back into the front seat, got
the rest of their clothes on, brushed their hair, and started back.
“I’m keeping my maiden name for business,” Meggie said. “But our
friends and family call me Meggie Reid, at least the ones who have
adjusted to our being married, and our children will, of course,
have the Reid last name.”

“Married, when?”

“Let’s keep it real recent. How does the
first of last month sound?”

“That, or our last Last Friday?”

“Hmmm…that’s better, because that’s our
tradition, so okay, works for me.”

“So if I can’t keep my hands off you, that’ll
be normal for one month of marriage.” Tom realized this had slipped
out and cringed inside.

“You really think you won’t be able to keep
your hands off me?” Meggie didn’t sound horrified, repulsed or
annoyed. She sounded shy and unsure.

He wasn’t used to that from her and took a
quick look. She looked almost hopeful. He swallowed. “I can promise
you it’ll be almost impossible. Especially after our, ah, rest
stop.”

Meggie took a deep breath. “Then…oh, heck,
that’s our turn.” She sounded frustrated. “Go left here. We’ll be
on this a really short way, and then Old Plantation Road should
appear.”

“Yeah, is that it?” There was a road coming
up on their right.

“Slow down.” He did. Meggie stared. “I can’t
see the stupid sign.” He pulled up so the lights shone on it and
stopped. “Still can’t see it.” She sighed. “Let me get out and
check.”

“No.” Tom grabbed her before she could open
the door. “This is weird enough. I don’t want you out there in the
dark alone.”

“Why not?”

“Well, for starters, we’re headed towards
something called Gator Lake.” No sooner were the words out of his
mouth than Tom saw something. “Meggie?” he said, ensuring his voice
was very calm. “Don’t open the door. Make sure the doors are locked
and don’t roll down any window.”

“Got it. Um, that’s an alligator, isn’t
it?”

“Yeah, it is.” It was staring at them. At
least, he thought it was staring at them. It might have been
asleep. Tom wasn’t the world’s authority on alligators, and had no
interest in expanding this particular horizon.

“And you’re being the bigger person and not
even saying ‘I told you so’.”

“Yeah, I’m thanking God I’m feeling freaked
out and ultra-cautious right now. So, new plan. Once the gator
there gets out of our way, we try this road. If we see more gators,
we turn around and say ‘screw this’. If we get down to half a tank
of gas, we say ‘screw this’. If we don’t find this stupid historic
freak house within a half an hour, we say ‘screw this’. Our plan
for any ‘screw this’ option is to get the hell back to New Orleans,
get a hotel room, and call Mister Yamamoto tomorrow to share that
no contract is worth this level of insanity.”

“This is why you’re the boss and I’m merely
the head of sales. Tommy, am I being stupid for being scared out of
my mind?”

He pulled her next to him. “No, you’re not.
I’m scared, too. This is scary. And we’re not exactly from around
here.”

The alligator seemed to lose interest in
them, or found interest in something else, because it wandered off.
Tom drove slowly and made sure the brights were on.

“I don’t see any more of them,” Meggie said
nervously. “Of course, I didn’t see that one at the fork in the
road until, you know, it was close enough to eat me.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to let anything
eat you.” Other than himself, but that was quite different.

They drove on and after a few minutes, they
could see lights in the distance. “I think that’s the plantation,”
Meggie said, sounding relieved.

“Good.” Tom thought about it. There were some
other things they hadn’t prepped themselves for yet. One big thing
in particular. Something he’d wanted to say since seventh grade.
“Meggie…I love you.”

“You…you do?” Her voice sounded shaky.

Tom had to pay attention to driving, but he
managed to look at her out of the corner of his eye. She looked
kind of scared.

So much for hopes and dreams. She was
pretending, just like they’d agreed. Maybe even making love had
been pretend. He swallowed. “Yeah. You know, married couples have
and will say that to each other.”

“Oh. Yes. Right.” Meggie looked down at her
lap and then out the window. But she didn’t say ‘I love you’
back.
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Meggie tried not to
cry. Tommy had said the words she’d hoped he meant, only to quickly
explain that he didn’t mean them. So, he was faking it to get the
account, just like they’d agreed.

She couldn’t be mad – she’d suggested this.
She’d thought the way he’d made love to her was for her alone, but
apparently he was just great with everyone. She wondered why he
didn’t date more – any girl she knew would kill to be with someone
that great in bed. Or in back of car.

But her heart hurt. She’d wanted this to be
real so badly, and now the truth was out there. He didn’t love her
as more than a friend, and, as she’d always known, he never would.
The only saving grace was that something had managed to interrupt
them every time she was about to blurt out that she was in love
with him. One small, painful favor.

They turned onto the long drive in silence.
Meggie couldn’t trust herself to speak right now, at least, not if
she didn’t want to burst into tears. The drive led into a circular
parking area. It was huge, and it was packed with cars.

“So much for it only being us this weekend,”
Tommy said as they found what seemed to be the only open place to
park.

Meggie forced herself to pull it together.
She was a salesperson, this was work. “Well, we hope. Maybe these
are all Family Mart employees.”

“Yeah, I think we just stick with Marlene’s
suggestion to figure we’re surrounded by hostiles and go with
that.”

They got out of the car, she took the
cosmetics bag, he took all the rest, and they headed for the door.
Because his hands were full, Tommy couldn’t hold her hand. Meggie
was glad – she didn’t trust herself right now, her heart hurt too
much.

She knocked and rang the bell and the door
opened quickly. After the long drive in the dark, the lights of the
house seemed very bright. They both blinked as they stepped inside,
to note that no one was there to open the door. This was easy to
confirm, since they were alone in the foyer.

Meggie pulled out the guidebook the rental
car guy had given her and found the entry, easily done since he’d
turned the page down for her. “Oh, get this. On top of everything
else, this place is supposed to be haunted.”

“Figures.” Tommy looked around. “Huh, and
O’Rourke must be into it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The door. It’s rigged. Hard to see, but I
know what to look for. Probably triggered by the doorbell, but
could be a bell and knocking combo trigger.” He sounded
unimpressed. “Do the locals fall for it?”

“Depends on the local,” a man’s deep voice
said. Meggie jumped and turned towards the sound. A big man with a
full head of red hair, handlebar moustache and neatly trimmed
goatee was walking towards them. He was dressed for bed, complete
with smoking jacket. He looked like a cross between Colonel Sanders
and Hugh Hefner, though his body structure said heavyweight boxer
to her. She guessed his age somewhere in his late fifties or early
sixties.

“Mister O’Rourke?” Tommy asked, putting down
the bags in his right hand.

“Yes, indeed.” He had an accent she
associated with New Orleans, meaning he was either a native, had
lived here for decades, or was really great with con artistry.

Tommy put his hand out. “I’m Tom Reid, and
this is my wife, Meggie Meyers.”

O’Rourke shook Tommy’s hand and raised his
eyebrow. “Thought you said wife.”

“I’m keeping my maiden name for business,
Mister O’Rourke. Most of our clients know me as Meyers.”

“How modern of you.” O’Rourke took her
proffered hand. She knew he’d tested Tommy’s grip, but he didn’t do
it with her.

“My husband doesn’t mind, Mister O’Rourke,
and his is the only opinion on this that matters to me.”

O’Rourke grinned. “Well said. Do you two want
anything to eat or drink?”

“I don’t,” Meggie said. She couldn’t eat
right now, wasn’t thirsty, and having an alcoholic drink should
mean she’d start crying in about two minutes.

“Me, either. We’re both pretty tired,” Tommy
added. “This was impromptu for us, so it was kind of a scramble to
get here.”

“I know Yamamoto Enterprises appreciates the
effort, young man, and so do I. Come, I’ll take you to your
room.”

O’Rourke grabbed the bags Tommy had put down
and headed off. Tommy took her hand and they followed. Meggie tried
not to enjoy this anymore – pretending was one thing, believing was
another – but she couldn’t help it. So, she stared at the house for
distraction.

It was enormous. They walked through what she
was pretty sure was a parlor, then through another hall, before
they reached a curved, double staircase. She saw another room ahead
of them, that they’d walk under the staircase to reach. Might have
been a living room, a music room, or something else. She had no
guess.

There were rooms leading off to either side
of the staircases as well, but she didn’t bother to look. There
would be plenty of time in the morning. They went up. Tommy put her
ahead of him on the stairs so she could hold a railing. He was
right behind her. Meggie tried not to feel good about this, and
failed. Logic said there was nothing here, just her best friend
taking care of her like he always had. Emotion said she still had
the weekend to maybe change his mind.

The entire house was decorated in what she
thought of as ‘Gone with the Wind Modern’. There were antiques
mixed in with more recent pieces, but the overall effect was to put
you back into the antebellum South. She wondered how Family Mart’s
black and Hispanic employees and vendors felt about it, and decided
O’Rourke’s attitude would probably be the deciding factor for them,
just as it was going to be for her.

The second story had three hallways. “Is this
a hotel?” she asked.

O’Rourke chuckled. “It could be. But I like
to use it for Family Mart retreats and company parties. We need a
lot of bedrooms, therefore. Speaking of which, we had two rooms
prepared for you. I’ll give you your pick.”

They were at the end of the middle hallway.
The two rooms were next to each other, one at the very end, one
right next to it. Both were similarly furnished, with king-sized
beds and all the furniture, fixtures and decorations you’d expect
from Scarlet O’Hara’s bedroom. “The bathroom for these two rooms is
shared,” O’Rourke mentioned. “We’d figured it wouldn’t matter when
we thought there were four of you coming out.”

“Let’s take the end room,” Tommy suggested.
“That okay with you, baby?”

Meggie nodded and managed a smile. She had no
issue with the room choice – the farther away they were from anyone
else, the better. She just didn’t trust herself to speak right now.
She loved hearing Tommy call her baby, and the moment they were
home, she wasn’t going to hear it again. She managed to quickly
blink tears away. “Sounds good. I’m so tired, I just want to get
into bed.”

“Understandable,” O’Rourke said as he put the
luggage he was carrying down in their chosen room. “We have two
seatings for breakfast – I’ll be sure to have you called for the
later one, which seats at ten.”

“Thank you, we appreciate that very much,”
Tommy said, as he put the rest of the bags down. He shook hands
with O’Rourke, then shut and locked the door. He heaved a sigh.
“Well, we’re here without alligator or ghost attack.”

“One for the win column.” Meggie looked
around. “Normally I’d unpack everything and put it away, but I’m
exhausted.”

Tommy came to her and stroked her back.
Meggie tried not to respond. “Let’s just get into bed,” he said
quietly.

“Sounds good.” She took the cosmetics case
into the bathroom and started her nighttime rituals while Tommy got
undressed. She was done quickly, so when he came in, she hurried
out, got out of her clothes, tossed on the far-too-sexy nightgown
she’d stupidly brought, grabbed Quirrel out of her purse, and
crawled into bed. She made sure she was on her side, facing away
from him.

She buried her face in Quirrel and tried to
go to sleep.
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Tom knew something
was wrong with Meggie and he had a good guess as to what it was.
She’d started acting differently as soon as he’d said he loved her.
He tried not to feel despondent, but it was close to
impossible.

Regardless of his feelings, she clearly loved
Mark. So, he’d caused her to be unfaithful to the man she loved and
was going to marry. And she’d realized it and was probably being
eaten up with guilt. So, in addition to everything else, he’d made
her into one level under adulteress.

Sure, she’d called his name while they were
making love, but she’d probably pretended he was Mark. The thought
made him sick to his stomach, but he shoved the bile down. They’d
said it was just pretend, and it wasn’t her fault he wanted it to
be real.

Tom dumped his clothes on the floor, noting
as he did that she was already in bed, back turned to him. His
throat felt tight as he pulled on his pajama bottoms and got into
bed next to her. “Goodnight, Meggie.”

She didn’t respond and he managed to turn the
light off without turning into a total wimp and crying. She didn’t
want him because he was a wimp, and a geek, and a nerd, his inner
voice reminded him. She’d known him so long, it didn’t matter what
he might have turned into as an adult – Meggie would always see the
awkward dork she’d befriended in seventh grade.

He lay back against the pillows and tried to
fall asleep. There was a nightlight somewhere in the room which
didn’t help him relax because he could see Meggie there next to him
but in no way really next to him.

He forced his breathing into a calm rhythm.
It was quiet out here, far quieter than where they lived in L.A.,
so he was able to hear what sounded like Meggie crying, albeit as
quietly as possible.

He’d done all this to her, he had to make it
right. Tom sat up and touched her back. “Meggie, I’m sorry.”

Her shoulders were shaking but she didn’t
answer.

Tom swallowed and tried again. “Please don’t
cry. I…I won’t do anything you don’t want when we’re alone,
okay?”

Her shoulders shook even harder and he could
hear her sobbing now, though her face was buried in Quirrel and a
pillow and he was sure she didn’t want him to know she was
crying.

“Meggie, I’m sorry. I know it’s just pretend,
okay? I know you love Mark, and…I’m sorry I got so…carried away. On
the plane and especially…in the car.”

Her whole body seemed wracked with sobs. Tom
couldn’t stand it. He pulled her up to him and turned her around,
so she was facing him. “Oh, Meggie baby, please stop crying. I’m so
sorry. I’ll fix it, somehow. I didn’t mean to do this to you. Look,
I’ll tell Mark whatever you want, okay? If you want me to say I got
you drunk or whatever, I will. If you want to pretend it never
happened, we’ll do that.”

She didn’t stop crying, just shook her head.
She seemed close to hysterical.

Tom held her tightly. “Meggie, please. It…it
kills me when you cry, especially when I can’t fix it, and worse
because it’s my fault.” He kissed her head. “I’m so sorry.”

She wasn’t calming down, but at least she
spoke. “I don’t want to pretend. I can’t say it and not mean it. I
can’t pretend it isn’t real, I just can’t.” She sobbed again. “I’m
sorry, I can’t do it.”

“It’s okay,” he lied. Tom was willing to do
or say anything right now to calm her down. Going back to how
things had always been seemed as unlikely as him ever getting to
kiss her, let alone make love to her, again.

“No, it’s not,” she wailed. “It’s not
ever going to be okay. I was so happy, and now I just want to
die.”

This was probably the worst time and place to
finally be honest, but he didn’t know what else to do. “Meggie, I
just wanted it to be real. I know it was stupid, to think you
might…love me back. But I love you so much, and I always have. I
just don’t want to lose you. If all I get is what I’ve always had,
that’s okay. It is. I just…please don’t stop being my friend, even
if I don’t get to ever…kiss you or make love to you or even hold
you again.”

“I don’t love Mark,” she sobbed out. “I love
you. I was trying to tell you all night, and then you said
you loved me but it was just for…this, not for me and you made love
to me like you do with anyone else and you’re just saying you love
me now to make me stop crying.”

This registered as both shocking and
potentially wonderful news. Tom wasn’t sure how much of what Meggie
was saying was hysteria and how much was true, but it was clear now
wasn’t the time to try caution.

“Meggie baby, I do love you. I’m not saying
that to calm you down. I didn’t think saying it would calm
you down. Try to relax, baby, please. It hurts so much to see you
like this.”

She was trying to stop crying, he could tell.
But she wasn’t managing it. He kissed her head. “I didn’t make love
to you like I make love to anybody else.” He swallowed. Here it
came. The proof he was a loser. “I’ve never…made love to anyone
before.”

“Huh?” Meggie seemed shocked into a sort of
calm. She reared back and looked at him. “What do you mean, you
just think of it as having sex or…something?” She sounded afraid
and looked like she was ready to go right back into hysterics.

“No.” Tom knew his face was red, but,
nightlight or not, it was still fairly dark in the room, so
hopefully she couldn’t tell. “I’ve never….” He heaved a sigh. “I
was waiting for you.”

Meggie stared at him. “Huh?”

Well, she wasn’t crying any more, that was
something. “I didn’t want to have sex with someone just to do it,”
he explained. “I wanted it to be special, to be with the girl I
love, something just for us.” He winced inside, waiting for her
reaction.

“But…you were so…great.” She sounded
confused, not horrified or disparaging, that was good. Her
hysterics seemed stopped, too, which was even better. At least True
Confessions Time was achieving something positive.

“I, well, read The Joy of Sex.”

“Really?”

He coughed. “Twice.”

“Twice?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t all that into it. Heavy
emphasis on female body hair. All over.”

“Ick.”

“Yeah, I agree.” He cleared his throat. “So,
I also read the Kama Sutra.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

He nodded. “Three times.”

“Three times?”

“It was a lot better than The Joy of
Sex, yeah.”

“And you read these why?”

Tom shrugged and swallowed hard. “It’s what
nerds do, you know. Read the manuals, learn all you can, hope that
one day you’ll be able to see if you were a good pupil or a
failure.”

“And you did all this for…me?” Meggie sounded
hesitant.

Tom closed his eyes. “Yes. Because I love
you, and I always have, and I always will. Even if you leave me and
hate me for the rest of our lives.” Which he sort of expected, so
at least the horrible shock when she told him to get out of her
life wouldn’t be so bad.

“I never loved Mark.”

He opened his eyes. “Excuse me?”

“I never loved him. I tried to. But I’ve
never been able to fall in love with anyone else.” Meggie looked
scared again. “Because I’ve been in love with you for so long.”

“Really? Since when?” Tom wondered why they
were talking at this moment, but reminded himself that talking was
better than Meggie going back into hysterics.

“Around Senior Prom. That’s why I asked you
to go with me.” She looked down. “I sort of hoped you’d realize and
kiss me. When you didn’t….” Her voice trailed off and he was pretty
sure her tears were about to come back.

Tom tilted her head up gently. Her eyes were
wide and there were indeed tears in them. Her expression was also
still afraid. She didn’t really believe him, that was clear. Well,
they could keep on talking and maybe he could convince her, or he
could go for the more pleasant and pleasurable method.

He might have been an idiot all this time,
but he was still smart and quite capable of thinking on his feet.
He bent and kissed her.
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Meggie wasn’t sure if
she should try to resist Tommy’s kiss, make really sure he wasn’t
just saying all this to calm her down, but she couldn’t help
herself. Like every kiss of his had been, this was incredible and
arousing. Her arms went around his neck as he pulled her closer and
their kiss turned deeper and more passionate.

He lay them down, still kissing her. His
hands roamed her body, stroking her back, her thighs, her stomach,
but not anything intimate. Meggie would have worried about this,
but her skin tingled wherever his fingers touched and she was
writhing against him in short order.

Tommy rolled on top of her as he moved his
mouth to her neck. “I love you, Meggie baby,” he breathed in her
ear. “So much. I just want to make you happy. Do things you like,
make you come, make you scream.”

Meggie tried to say something but it came out
more like a moan because his hand slid her nightgown down then
moved to toy with her breasts.

“What do you want, Meggie baby?” he whispered
next to her neck.

She had no idea. Everything he’d done in the
car and anything else he might want to do now covered it, but his
mouth and hands were on her breasts, gently squeezing, toying with
her nipples, arousing her completely, and she couldn’t talk, she
could only moan and writhe against him.

She ran her hands through his hair while her
hips bucked wildly. Again, they were the only part of her body
taking any form of control of the situation, but Tommy’s hands
moved lower and she couldn’t focus on control, because all of hers
was gone.

His mouth ravaged her breasts while one hand
stroked and squeezed her behind. The other hand, however, was
stroking elsewhere, and Meggie started to wail. Tommy’s fingers
slid over and inside her, moving in just such a way that he was
touching every needy part of her. He stroked in time with her hips’
frantic movements and she gasped as her climax hit.

His mouth left her breasts, and he ran his
tongue down her skin, over her nightgown bunched at her waist, and
down to meet his hands. His tongue stroked everywhere his fingers
had been and she felt another climax start to build.

He took her between his teeth again, rubbing
her tender flesh in such a way that her whole body went rigid from
the feelings of pleasure. She was gasping, clutching his head,
barely able to breath, as her orgasm crashed. Tommy’s tongue delved
deep inside her and Meggie gave a sharp cry as her body exploded
with pleasure.

She went limp, panting for air, trying to
focus on something other than fireworks going off in her mind.
Tommy moved up and kissed her again, deeply, powerfully, and Meggie
just gave in to the fireworks.

She clutched at his back, felt him rub
against her, realized he had something on, and grabbed at the
clothing. She wanted to rip whatever it was off, to get all of his
skin against her, all of him free, him inside her.

Tommy chuckled as he slid his clothes off. He
pulled away from her for a moment and Meggie moaned in distress. He
took her nightgown off and tossed it aside. “Nothing in between
us.”

Meggie reached for him. He took her hands in
his and forced her arms back and over her head. His knees slid next
to her thighs, spreading her legs apart. Tommy was raised above her
and she could see his eyes burning again. “Who do you love?” he
growled. He was just outside of her, stroking himself against her
sensitive skin, causing her to shake with desire.

“You,” she gasped out.

“You’re all mine?” He didn’t move closer,
just continued to rub against her lightly.

“Yes, Tommy. Yes. Please….” Her hips bucked
but she couldn’t do anything else in the position he held her
in.

“Please what, Meggie baby?”

“Please make love to me,” she wailed.

Tommy smiled slowly. “You going to come for
me again, Meggie baby?”

“Please, Tommy, please….”

Tommy entered her slowly, watching her the
whole time. “I want to feel it. Want to hear you scream. Want to
watch you.” He was fully inside her and she managed to nod. His
smile went wider. Then he pulled back and slammed into her. Meggie
screamed as he thrust hard and fast, not slowing down, sending
feelings of pleasure coursing through her.

He didn’t stop or slow. Meggie wailed as
another orgasm hit. As it quieted, Tommy flipped them around, so
she was on top of him, still moving inside of her. She grabbed his
shoulders and he held her waist, keeping her upright.

Once she was stable he bucked and she ground
against him, as his hands went to her breasts. She arched back as
he raised his hips. They were like this for what might have been a
minute and could have been an hour – the pleasure was too
overpowering for her to keep something as mundane as time
straight.

Tommy bucked even harder and she fell
forward. He pulled her to him and kissed her deeply. She was
rubbing against him differently than before, and it felt
incredible. As he ended their kiss, she grabbed his shoulders again
as she raised her head up. Her movements became frantic and she was
gasping for breath again, her only goal to rub against him faster
and faster.

He grabbed her behind and helped her,
grinding her more strongly against him while keeping her speed
increasing. “That’s right, Meggie baby,” he said, voice low and
husky. “Come for me again. Come on me, all over me.”

Meggie howled as this orgasm slammed through
her. The waves of pleasure kept her up and moving, but as they
finally passed, she collapsed against Tommy, whimpering.

He stroked her back while he continued to
stroke himself inside her, but slowly, gently. He rolled them over
again, and now all his movements were tender. He put his elbows
against the top of her shoulders, and ran his fingers through her
hair. He kissed her softly, murmuring that he loved her the whole
time.

Her strength returned and Meggie was able to
wrap her arms around Tommy’s back and her legs around his. She ran
her hands over his back, feeling his muscles. She slid her hands to
his butt and her hips went wild again. She grabbed him as he thrust
in time with her.

Again she had no concept of how long they
were like this. It could have been moments or hours. They were in
perfect time together and she could tell he was going to go over
the edge whenever she did.

They sped up, the erotic friction building.
“Oh, God…Tommy…,” she wailed as she reached climax again and
he exploded inside her. Their bodies shook together and the room
spun.

Then it was over. Tommy rolled off her – his
leaving her body still made her feel loss. But he drew her into his
arms and held her, while he kissed her head and stroked her arm.
Meggie draped her leg over his and held onto his shoulder as
exhaustion hit.

“Go to sleep, Meggie baby,” Tommy said
softly. “I’ll be right here all night.”

“You really…love me?” she managed to ask.

“Do now, always have, always will.”

“No matter what?”

“No matter what, no matter how, no matter who
tries to change it, I’ll love you forever.”

Meggie heaved a sigh. “Me too.”

“Good.” Tommy kissed her head. “Sleep, baby.
We have the Family Mart Gauntlet to survive tomorrow.”
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Tom woke up slowly.
Light was streaming in the window and he took a moment to
assimilate to his surroundings.

Meggie was still snuggled in his arms, her
head nestled on his chest. So whatever else happened, it hadn’t
been a dream. Tom sighed happily, nuzzled her head, then looked
around. His arms tightened on Meggie – they weren’t alone.

There was a woman in there with them. Older,
black, and dressed, as near as he could tell with his contacts out,
like a maid. She was near the window and he realized she’d opened
the curtains.

Tom reached down and pulled the sheet up over
him and Meggie. Then he cleared his throat. “Ah, excuse me, but
what are you doing in here?”

“Oh, good, you’re awake.” She turned and gave
him what he thought might be a smile.

Meggie stirred. “Tom-my,” she said through a
yawn, “why is it so bright?”

“Someone came in to open our drapes.” He knew
his voice was tight, and he felt Meggie stiffen.

Her head moved, he assumed to look at their
intruder. “Good morning. Why are you in here?”

“Your husband asked me the same thing,” the
woman said with a chuckle. “Came in to open your drapes and get you
up so you’d have time to shower before your breakfast.”

“And, in this part of the country, it’s
considered good form to just waltz into someone’s bedroom without
knocking?” Meggie sounded angry, which wasn’t a surprise. Tom
wasn’t exactly finding this anything but invasive himself.

“I’m Clementine, the upstairs maid for this
floor. Part of my job is to get our visitors up and going. Oh,
don’t worry,” she added with a chuckle. “I’ve seen plenty in my
time and I don’t look at our guests until they’re properly covered
up.”

“And just how would you know when they were
properly covered up if you don’t look?” Meggie asked dryly.

Clementine chuckled again. “That’s for me to
know and you to maybe find out.” She came nearer to the bed. “But
you seem to have married well.” She winked at Meggie. Tom felt his
face get hot.

“I’m in agreement,” Meggie said. “But not
thrilled with unintentional flashing.”

Clementine smiled. “Breakfast is in an hour.
Everything you need should be in the bathroom, but if not, you just
put your head out the door and call for me. Dress is casual for
this morning, but be sure to dress for an afternoon garden
party.”

Tom was about to ask about all of this, when
they heard what sounded like someone calling Clementine’s name from
far away.

She smiled again. “Duty calls.”

Clementine left and they sat up. Meggie
looked down. “I don’t remember a sheet on us when I fell
asleep.”

Tom sighed. “I pulled it up when I realized
she was in here.” He knew he was still blushing by Meggie’s
expression – her eyes were twinkling and she was clearly trying not
to grin.

“Nice to know you meet with Clementine’s
approval.” Meggie leaned up and kissed him. “Mine, too, in case you
were wondering.”

“Your opinion’s the only one that matters to
me.”

He started to get out of bed but Meggie
grabbed his arm. “Tommy?”

“Yeah?”

“Were you…telling me the truth last
night?”

He kissed her. “Yes. I love you. I always
have and I always will.”

“Good but, I mean about…you being…a virgin
until last night.” Her cheeks turned red. Nice to know they were
both embarrassed.

“Yes.” He waited for her reaction.

Meggie looked incredibly pleased. “Okay. Hope
I can stand it.”

He swallowed hard. “Stand it?”

“Yeah. If that’s what you were like right out
of the gate, you might kill me in a week or so. Per the general
rules, you get better the more you practice. I thought I was going
to pass out from sexual gratification last night. I hope I sort of
build up a tolerance or gain stamina or something, or all I’m going
to be good for is lying helplessly in bed, waiting for you to
ravage me again.”

She wasn’t lying, she wasn’t saying it to
make him feel good, he could tell – she meant it. Tom felt himself
flush again, but this time it wasn’t from embarrassment. “Not that
us spending all our time in bed doesn’t sound unbelievably good to
me, but I suppose we do have to get up occasionally to make a
living.” He kissed her deeply. “I’ll make sure we practice a lot so
you can adjust to how things are.”

Meggie smiled widely. “Sounds wonderful.”

They got up and decided to shower together.
The shower was in an old claw foot tub and though Tom wanted to
make love to her in here, it didn’t seem all that safe. He settled
for making out and making her orgasm with his hands and mouth only.
Meggie seemed willing to try for full on intercourse anyway, but
someone had to make sure they got down to breakfast in time.

As they were getting dressed Meggie started
to search through the cosmetics bag frantically. “What’s wrong?” he
asked her as he finished shaving.

“I think I forgot to pack sunscreen. I don’t
know how, I had it in here because I was supposed to be at the
stupid lake.” She sounded panicked, which wasn’t a surprise. Meggie
was so fair she sunburned within a few minutes.

“You have a hat?”

“Only a baseball cap, and I don’t think my
‘Dodger Babe’ cap is going to set the right tone for a southern
garden party.”

“No problem. Relax, I’ll handle it.” He went
to the door, stuck his head out, and shouted. “Clementine!”

He didn’t have to wait long before she exited
another room and came towards him. Since he had his contacts back
in, he could see she looked unperturbed. “You rang, Mister
Reid?”

“Yes, thank you. Why all the bellowing and no
bell or intercom?”

She shrugged. “Mister O’Rourke has his
ways.”

“Yeah, picking that up. My wife forgot her
sunscreen and has no hat appropriate for anything above extremely
casual. She literally can’t be exposed to the sun for longer than
about five minutes without burning. Do you have sunscreen we could
use, or should we just give our excuses for all outdoor activities
now?”

“Not to worry. I’ll bring it to you shortly.
Just head down to breakfast, I’ll leave it in your room.”

“Thank you very much, we really appreciate
it.”

She shrugged again. “It’s my job.”

Tom stared at her. “Doesn’t mean we don’t
still appreciate it. Or that we shouldn’t say thank you.”

Clementine gave him a long look and a slow
smile. “Very true. My pleasure, Mister Reid. Tell Miss Meyers not
to worry.”

“Ah, feel free to call her Missus Reid. I
know this is a business thing, but this part of it feels like a
weird vacation. In that sense.”

She smiled again. “As you wish.”

Clementine wandered off and Tom went back to
Meggie. She was in shorts, sandals, and a tank top. “Think I’m okay
for breakfast?”

He was in cargo shorts, a polo shirt, and
topsiders with no socks. “I think we match, so if we’re not okay,
at least we’re not okay together.”

She nodded and took a deep breath. “Then,
onward into the breach.”

He put his arm around her shoulders. “Let’s
go knock ‘em dead, baby.”
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They had to wander
the lower level a bit to find the proper dining room. Not that it
was hidden, but this place was huge and it turned out that there
were three dining rooms – one for formal dinners, one for more
relaxed meals, and one outside under a covered patio.

They were eating on the patio and Tommy made
sure to find seats where none of the sunlight hit. “She could have
mentioned we’d be outside this morning,” he muttered as he helped
Meggie into her chair.

“It’s okay,” she said quietly. “You found me
a safe spot.”

The side dishes were served family style, so
there were platters and bowls on the two long tables. Kitchen staff
came to take egg orders. They hadn’t eaten since lunch the day
before, so they were both starving now.

While they passed platters and piled food
onto their plates, Meggie checked out their companions. They were
in the middle of the table, and she did a fast chair count. Ten to
a side meant there were going to be up to forty people per
breakfast seating. There certainly had been enough cars here last
night.

To her right was a pretty light-skinned black
girl about her age. She was with a white man who looked a little
older. Tommy was next to a middle-aged white couple. The six people
across from all of them were a Mexican family. The kids were all
teenagers and their parents flanked them.

The Mexican family introduced themselves as
the Moragas – Randall, Jennie, and, in birth order, Robert, Rachel,
Richard and Raquel. From what they said, it sounded like they owned
a small company that made educational video games for children.

The interracial couple were introduced as
Denise and Jack Howard, who designed and manufactured a line of
children’s swimwear.

The middle-aged couple were Ophelia and
Gerald Logan, who managed one of Family Mart’s charities, though
Meggie didn’t catch which one.

“Are we the only plush designers here?”
Meggie asked Denise as their eggs arrived.

“I don’t think so, any more than we’re the
only clothing representatives.” Denise pulled some papers out of
her purse. “I think there are at least three other plush
manufacturers attending.” She showed Meggie the list. Sure enough,
the big three were represented.

“Wish I had one of these.” Meggie noted the
list of individual names was on another sheet in the packet. It
would be nice to know who, exactly, they were up against.

“You should get a listing, they probably
forgot to give it to you last night. You and your husband were the
last arrivals.”

“Yeah, it looked that way. We found out about
this in the early afternoon yesterday. I’ve already discovered one
thing I forgot to pack, I’m sure I’ll find more. Is it always like
this?”

Denise shook her head. “I have no idea. This
is our first one.” She looked like she wanted to say something else
but Jack nudged her and she stopped.

Meggie wondered if the Howards felt like she
and Tommy did – surrounded by hostiles, wondering if their fortunes
were about to be made or ruined – or if they were Family Mart
spies.

Jennie Moraga leaned towards them. “This is
our tenth. The first one is the worst, believe me.”

“Yeah,” Raquel, who Meggie guessed as
fourteen, muttered. “They’re so much more fun now.” The way she
said it, and the way her siblings nodded, Meggie didn’t get the
impression the fun was off the charts for the teenagers.

“There are worse things than a weeklong
working vacation,” Randall said mildly from the other side. All the
rest of the Moragas put on what Meggie could only consider obedient
looks of placidity. Again she wondered if they were dealing with
the price of being a Family Mart supplier or were really
well-trained spies.

Ophelia chuckled. “Killian is a
little…eccentric. But he means well. And does good work with his
wealth. So, a little oddness here and there is acceptable.” Unlike
the Moragas, who were from Texas, and the Howards, who were also
from California, the Logans were from Louisiana, and Ophelia
sounded a lot like O’Rourke had, so Meggie assumed she was a New
Orleans native. “We’re more forgiving of a person’s quirks here in
the South.”

“I guess that depends on your point of view,”
Tommy said. She recognized his tone of voice – he was already upset
about a variety of things and was ready to go into an
anti-discrimination rant.

Meggie nudged him under the table. There was
a reason she did the sales. “Very true. And, as eccentricities go,
it’s a beautiful spot for a retreat, or whatever this is really
called.”

“Retreat,” the Logans chorused.

“Inter-vendor and inter-company introduction
and team-building,” Denise read from her listing.

“Hell,” Raquel muttered.

“Before the garden party you have a choice of
activities,” Jennie said quickly.

Meggie figured a change of topic was probably
a good plan. “What? We don’t have any paperwork yet.”

Denise flipped her pages. “Let’s see…there’s
croquet, badminton, swimming, and tennis. Then lunch, again in two
shifts, so we’ll be eating at one-thirty – I think once you’re
assigned to a dining shift you stay in it.” The Moragas and Logans
nodded. “Then everyone’s expected to freshen up.”

“Or nap,” Ophelia added. “Killian is a big
believer in the Mediterranean viewpoint of a mid-afternoon
siesta.”

“But there’s also some activities for those
who don’t want to rest,” Denise said. “Looks like games or
something. Then the garden party, which, from what I can tell,
turns into dinner, and dinner is one shift for everyone.”

“Yes,” Ophelia shared. “Drinks and appetizers
at four, dinner for everyone at six. Drinks and such are outside,
dinner should be in the formal dining room.”

“Do we change for dinner, too, or just wear
whatever it is we wear to the garden party?” Meggie asked.

Ophelia stared at her. “You don’t know?”

“We’re from Southern California,” Tommy said
dryly. “Meggie and I are dressed for our entire weekend at home,
including a nice dinner out, in that sense.”

“Not tonight,” Jennie said quickly. Either
she was playing Good Family Mart Cop while Ophelia had the Bad
role, or Jennie was a peacemaker of the highest order. Meggie hoped
it was the latter – the Moragas and the Howards seemed nice. She
reserved judgment on the Logans. “Tonight you stay in what you wear
to the garden party. A nice, light cocktail dress for the ladies,
sports jacket and no tie for the men, that sort of thing.”

“Thank God,” Denise muttered. Jack nudged her
again. Either they were really great spies, or the Howards were in
the same boat as she and Tommy were. Meggie resolved to find out
and figured a call to Marlene would be in order. If they had a shot
of finding allies here it would probably be in all their best
interests.

“Wow, we really need to get a packet,” Meggie
said to Tommy. “I have no idea if I packed us right or not
anymore.”

“If not, we’re going into town tomorrow,”
Jennie said. “You can come along with us if you want to.”

“How long is the event?” Tommy asked.

Everyone stared at him and the looks were
similar to the ones he’d always gotten in school when he’d asked an
awkward question or come up with an answer to a question no one
else had a hope of grasping. Meggie winced inside.

“You don’t know?” Gerald asked.

“If I knew, I wouldn’t have asked,” Tommy
said with only mild sarcasm. “We literally got the invitation and
our plane tickets for this yesterday afternoon. All we focused on
was making our plane flight. We could be leaving tomorrow, we could
be leaving next month – we don’t know. And, since we don’t have one
of those nifty packets of information every other attendee seems to
possess, we have no idea of what’s going on when, so it’s hard to
make even an uneducated, let alone educated, guess.”

Meggie saw the Moragas straighten up and
their eyes all went wide. “There a problem, Mister Reid?”
O’Rourke’s voice came from behind them before Meggie could turn
around.

Tommy looked over his shoulder. “Nothing some
information won’t solve.”

Meggie made sure she had her ‘dealing with
the difficult client’ face on as she turned around as much as she
could. She made eye contact with O’Rourke and put her hand on
Tommy’s leg. “We’re just a little confused about the proceedings
and trying to make sure we’re where we need to be, dressed how
we’re supposed to be, when, Mister O’Rourke. My husband’s feeling a
little jetlagged and we’re both a bit overwhelmed.”

O’Rourke gave her a slow smile. “You handle
the sales, don’t you, Miss Meyers?”

“It’s Miz, for business, Mister
O’Rourke, Missus Reid for everything else. And yes, I do. My
husband is the creative genius behind Plush Life Toys, I’m just the
smooth talker. But we’d both love to get our hands on a packet like
Denise has.”

“It should be in your room now. Along with
your sunscreen,” O’Rourke added.

“How nice of you to take such an intimate
interest,” Tommy said. She recognized the tone – he used it all the
time when he was talking to Mark. Meggie squeezed his leg.

“Thank you so much. I have no idea how I
forgot it, but it’s a relief you have some you can spare.” Meggie
smiled widely. “I’d assume you, more than many, understand the need
for the fair-haired to have some SPF around, Mister O’Rourke.”

He laughed. “Too true.” He clapped Tommy on
the shoulder. “Relax, Mister Reid. Only friends and family are here
this weekend.”

“What about during the week?” Tommy
asked.

O’Rourke grinned. “Then, too. Mostly.” He
nodded to everyone and wandered off to talk to someone at the other
table.

Everyone around them relaxed, even, Meggie
was interested to note, the Logans. The rest of the meal was
finished quickly, with Ophelia talking about the plantation where
they were and its historic significance, though she didn’t mention
anything about it being haunted.

They finished up, excused themselves, and
headed back to their room. “You okay?” she asked Tommy as they
started up the stairs. He had her on the railing and held her other
hand. Not that she needed to do any kind of comparison any more,
but Mark had never done anything like this.

“Yeah.” He smiled at her. “The most important
thing in my life appears to be on track.” He squeezed her hand.
“The rest of this is just business.”

Meggie sighed as they reached the second
floor. “True. But this is make or break for our business, so it’s
pretty darned important, Tommy-Boy.”

Tommy pulled her to him and kissed her.
“Nothing’s as important as you.”

They walked the rest of the way to their room
with their arms around each other, and Meggie had to admit that,
regardless of the business outcome, so far this had been the best
trip of her life. She wanted to hope it would last, but was afraid
to jinx it.

The old fear surfaced, probably because she
was tired, overwhelmed, and stressed out about Family Mart, Mark,
and Yamamoto Enterprises.

She did her best to use all the stupid
relaxation tools, worry solutions, and everything else she’d been
taught over a decade ago to shove the fear away. She told herself
they were handling business, she’d dumped Mark and moved him out of
the picture, and Tommy would still love her if he knew the truth
about what she’d done, what she’d caused to happen. By the time
they were at their door, she had all her worries tucked away in
that huge dresser in her mind, each drawer locked tight, none
allowed out.

But that didn’t stop her from getting into
the room and grabbing Quirrel. As long as she had Quirrel,
everything was alright.
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Meggie was clutching
Quirrel. From the little Tom had seen over the past day, this meant
she was upset about something. Sure, she’d always used Quirrel as a
security blanket, but after seeing her on the plane, it dawned on
him that she was more reliant on Quirrel as an adult than he’d ever
noticed or she’d let him see.

“You okay?” he asked as he came up behind her
and wrapped his arms around her.

Meggie leaned back into him. “Yes, I am.” She
heaved a sigh. “You don’t like Mister O’Rourke at all, do you?”

“Let’s just say I’m really suspicious of his
motives.” After all, he might like O’Rourke someday. So far, insane
or not, the man wasn’t nearly as offensive as Mark. He wondered how
he could ask Meggie when she was going to tell Mark they were over.
As soon as he thought this, he wondered if she planned to. Tom
reminded himself that, based on everything they’d done and said
last night, she had no intention of marrying Mark. He felt no less
insecure.

Meggie reached up and stroked his face. “What
activity should we engage in between now and lunch?”

Tom decided he’d worry about the Mark
situation later and nuzzled her ear. “Whatever you want.”

Her head was against his shoulder and she
tilted it back and up. “Whatever you have in mind would be fine
with me.”

Tom kissed her, turning her body around while
his tongue stroked hers and his hands roamed her body. She felt as
wonderful – soft, sexy, supple – as every other time he’d touched
her, only more so the more they made love. Meggie moaned and bucked
against him. They were right by the bed and he nudged them onto it,
him on top of her, grinding against each other.

Meggie’s hands clawed at his back and ran
through his hair and he was about to get their clothes off when his
phone rang. He pulled away from her reluctantly and Meggie gave a
little whine of disappointment that sent a thrill up and down his
spine and made his groin demand to be next to her.

He stifled the desire, barely, stood up, and
pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Hello?”

“Reid, I don’t know what you’ve done to her,
but believe me – I’m not letting you get away with this!”

“Mark?” Tom looked at the caller ID. Sure
enough. “What are you ranting about now?”

“You’ve kidnapped my fiancée! I’m coming for
you, you bastard!”

“I haven’t kidnapped anyone.”

“You took my girl and flew to New
Orleans!”

“We’re on a business trip. That she’d have
told you about if she felt she could trust you at all.” Meggie’s
eyes narrowed. She put her hand out for the phone. He shook his
head. “I’m putting you on speakerphone. You can scream at both of
us that way. Neither one of us knows what you’re talking about.” He
hit the button and put the phone down on the bed.

“Honey bunny, has he hurt you?” Mark
asked.

“Mark, I told you last night, we’re over. I
don’t love you, I never did.” Meggie sounded annoyed. Tom felt
relieved he hadn’t asked about this already. She’d only had time to
make a call he hadn’t heard when she was in the bathroom at the New
Orleans airport, which meant she’d already dumped Mark before
they’d made love in the car. Tom felt even better. It was a clean
break, even if Mark didn’t want it to be.

“And like I told you, I know
Reid’s doing something to you. What’s he threatened you with, honey
bunny? Eddie will sue his ass and I’ll beat his ass up, you just
sit tight.”

“Mark, first off, Tommy’s not doing anything
to me I don’t want him to do. Secondly, I hate being called honey
bunny and always have. Thirdly, I don’t love you and never did. I
tried to, but I couldn’t do it – I’m sorry I led you on, it wasn’t
intentional. Lastly, Tommy hasn’t done anything wrong, least of all
kidnap me, and I don’t want or need you and Eddie to do anything
for me, and if either one of you try to hurt Tommy I’ll call my big
brother the police detective and have him contact someone in
whatever precinct we happen to be in and have your asses
arrested.”

“He have a gun to your head, honey bunny? Or
is it just your job that he’s threatening? You know you don’t have
to work as soon as we get married.”

“Mark, are you on drugs or something? No,
Tommy has no gun. Tommy is not forcing me to do anything. And if
you’re really trying to act like this is nineteen-forty and I’m
going to just sit home after marriage and make your damn dinner and
clean your damn house while wearing pearls and a fancy dress,
you’re insane and totally out of luck. Even if I loved you, which I
emphatically do not, I’d never agree to that.”

“This is because I gave Reid your two weeks’
notice already, isn’t it? That’s why he’s doing whatever it
is.”

“You did what?” Meggie sounded so
enraged Tom knew she was going to be screaming in a moment. Which,
if they were home, he’d let her do. But they weren’t.

He grabbed the phone and took it off speaker.
“Mark, you’re on with only me now. Stop calling us, either one of
us, or we’ll get a restraining order against you and Eddie and
whoever the hell else you ask to harass us. Stay away, far away,
from Meggie, and accept that she’s not marrying you, or even going
out with you anymore.”

“I’ll stop you.” Mark’s voice was low and
dangerous. “I’m not letting you get away with this. I know why you
want her, and she’s mine.”

“She’s not yours. And who wouldn’t want
someone beautiful, brilliant, sexy and sweet? Every man wants
someone like Meggie. Some of us can take a brush off, however. And,
clearly, some of us can’t.”

“That’s not what you want,” Mark growled.
“You can’t fool me. I’m going to take back what’s mine, Reid. You
can bet on it.” The phone went dead.

Tom looked at Meggie. She was so angry she
was shaking. “Meggie, I seriously think he’s insane. Did you have
any inkling of this when you started dating him?”

She shook her head. “You know, Danny said the
same thing last night.” Tom raised his eyebrow. “When we got off
the plane last night, I checked my phone. I had like four missed
calls from Mark and one from Danny, so I called him first. He said
Mark had called him, sounding crazy, insinuating you’d kidnapped
me. He said he didn’t want Mark around you or me. I think he’s
right.”

“So, you told Mark it was over last night?”
Tom hoped his voice was casual.

“Yes. He didn’t take it well. I told Danny I
was breaking up with him – apparently my whole family is relieved
about that.”

“Me, too, and not just because I’m in love
with you. I can’t stand him, and he’s gotten worse the longer
you’ve been with him. Since you got engaged he’s been
insufferable.”

“What do you mean?” Meggie seemed
confused.

Tom sighed. “He calls me all the time.
Usually to threaten me. Sometimes to rub in what he was doing with
you. Not sexually,” he added quickly. “But where he was taking you,
what he was buying you, things like that.”

Meggie shuddered. “You and Danny are right.
He’s crazy. Should I call Craig now?”

Tom rubbed the back of his neck. “Not sure. I
mean, maybe the guy’s all bluster, you know? And, honestly, if you
told me tomorrow you didn’t love me, I’d want to kill myself, so,
you know, maybe he’s just reacting to that news.”

Meggie got a funny look on her face. “You’d
really be that…upset if I…left?”

Tom sat on the bed next to her and put his
arm around her. “Yes. Suicidal might cover it, I hope I never have
to find out.” He kissed her head. “Mark’s in California, we’re
here. We’ll handle him when we get back. Until then, I guess we
check who’s calling before we answer now.” He didn’t mention that
Mark had sounded like he was willing to come out to New Orleans
after them. He didn’t figure it would help Meggie at all.

Meggie shuddered. “Tommy, there’s more than
that. Why is he insisting you’ve kidnapped me? Even though he saw
us at the airport, it wasn’t like I was protesting at all.” She
looked up at him and her expression was angry and frightened. “He
and Eddie were following us. But why, and why assume kidnapping?
Especially since I never, at any time, indicated I was afraid of
you or going with you.”

He thought about this. “Well, he had
elopement on his mind.” And if Eddie had seen them buying rings, it
would make sense that Mark would think Tom was trying to one up him
on the whole ‘get married this weekend’ idea.

“I beg your pardon?”

Tom sighed. “Per my standard Friday afternoon
call from Mark yesterday, he had a lot more planned than just a
trip to the lake this weekend.”

“He calls you every Friday?” Meggie sounded
horrified and even more frightened. “Tommy, I had no idea.”

“It’s okay. Like I said, he loved to rub in
what he was doing with you. I assume because he could tell I’m in
love with you.” She snuggled a little closer at this and he kissed
her head again. “Mark said he was planning on marrying you this
weekend.”

She jerked away and stared at him.
“What?”

“No joke. He said he had a pastor who would
be there, that it would seem ‘natural’. I checked, he didn’t advise
your family and seemed to think it wouldn’t be a problem if they
weren’t there, said eloping was the in thing. He also said all your
friends are his, other than me.”

Meggie was shaking. “I have to call Craig.
That’s not true, at all, but I have to bet it’s a sign of some kind
of major mental imbalance.”

Tom realized he hadn’t done something
important through all of this. “Hang on. Let’s stop reacting to
him, stop letting him control the situation. Let me think a
minute.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay.”

Tom leaned his head against Meggie’s and let
himself relax. Once he felt calmer and in control, he let his mind
wander, through all of the things Mark had said over the past day,
as well as how Mark had been before and after he’d gotten engaged
to Meggie. “He said you being beautiful, brilliant, sexy and sweet
wasn’t the reason I was in love with you.”

“I could argue all the definitions, but why
else do you fall in love with someone if you don’t think they’re
great? I mean, I know why I couldn’t fall in love with Mark – I
already knew the guy I thought was tall, handsome, brilliant, funny
and wonderful. Why else would you fall in love with someone?”

Tom thought some more even while he enjoyed
the compliment he’d truly never believed he’d hear from her. “You
mentioned that you hate him calling you honey bunny. I think it’s
nauseating, but I’m calling you baby. Do you like that?”

“I love it.” She wrapped one arm around his
waist. “But, you know, if you called me honey bunny, maybe I
wouldn’t hate it.”

“We’re never going to find out because I can
barely get that out without gagging. I kind of thought you liked me
calling you baby. I knew you were upset last night. I know you hate
the lake. I know you like the Howards and Moragas but aren’t sure
about the Logans. I know you like Mister Yamamoto very much and
would like O’Rourke if we felt like we could trust him. Because I
pay attention to you. So, either Mark is completely dense, or he
doesn’t care what you think.”

“I vote for both. But what does that say,
other than call Craig because a crazy man’s after us?”

“Why does Mark want to marry you? Or, more
importantly, why does Mark think I want to have you, if the
reasons I gave him aren’t enough?”
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“Maybe it’s just an
‘if I can’t have her, no one can have her’ thing.” Meggie
swallowed. “I think I need to call Craig. Maybe I should call Dad,
too.”

“Not saying not to, just saying not quite
yet. So, Mark’s upset that you’re with me, and he’s insinuating I
have an ulterior motive.” Tommy jerked. “He’s never said you love
him to me. He’s said you were marrying him, but never that you love
him.”

“So? He’s right.”

“But, why would he be okay with that? Why
would he even think it when you’d agreed to marry him? Why has he
never thrown you being in love with him in my face? He’s thrown
everything else in it, why not that?”

“Maybe he was aware that I’m in love with
you. I mean, if we’re assuming he’s paid any kind of
attention.”

“Maybe so. He told me our Last Friday dates
were over, that he was going to make you marry him and then make
you quit working for me.”

“He said he wanted me to end the date last
night, when he called right after we kissed. And then he showed up
to try to make me leave with him. And then there’s Eddie at the
mall and both of them at the airport. Tommy, what’s going on?”
Meggie felt frightened. She grabbed Quirrel in her free hand. It
helped a little. Tommy’s arm tightening around her helped more.

“What are the other reasons you’d marry
someone?” he asked slowly. “Not you or me, the general you.” He
stroked her hair and kissed her head. “Need you to think with me,
baby. We’ll figure out what to do and do it. You know, just like
when the big jocks wanted to beat me up in school?”

Meggie gave a half-laugh and took a deep
breath. Sadly, he was right – this wasn’t the first time someone
had been threatening Tommy, just the first time since high school.
“Well, marriage of convenience, but I don’t think Mark’s gay and if
he were, good lord, find a girl who’s happy to be your beard and go
with it if you’re not willing or able to come out of the
closet.”

“Getting someone pregnant and making good.”
Tommy’s tone was very neutral.

“I’m not, and if I had been when he proposed,
well, by now, the baby should be here.” Meggie felt a little
embarrassed. “And besides, I, um, haven’t actually done the deed
with Mark in, well, at least a month.” Possibly more than a month.
“And, based on the physical clues, I’m not pregnant.”

“You haven’t slept with him recently?” Tommy
sounded both shocked and a little relieved.

Meggie shook her head. “I haven’t…wanted to.
And he didn’t really push it, either. I mean, we’ve done it. I’m a
firm proponent of taking a test drive before you buy the car. But,
well, the longer we’ve been engaged, the farther away you
seemed.”

She looked down and tried not to cry. She and
Tommy were finally together but instead of it being perfect, they
were in the middle of the most stressful, stealth business deal
she’d ever heard of, and she’d somehow almost married a lunatic who
was now after them, possibly with a machete.

Tommy put his hand to her chin and tilted her
head up gently. “I’m right here, Meggie baby. I’ve finally got you
and I’m never letting you go, unless you want me gone. And, only if
I believe it,” he added with a half-smile. “Not if Mark tells me.”
He kissed her tenderly. “I won’t let him hurt you. I won’t let
anyone hurt you.”

“Okay.” She leaned against his shoulder. “So,
we assume he knows we’re out of the state. Think he knows where we
went?”

“Yes, he told me he knew we were in New
Orleans.” She shuddered and he hugged her. “However, Louisiana’s a
big state and New Orleans is a big, active city, and he’s unlikely
to know where we went once we landed. I still want to figure out
why he wants to marry you, or, conversely, thinks I want to marry
you. He’s acting like I’m trying to snag a prize, but not like I’m
stealing the love of his life.”

“Presumably I’m not the love of his
life.”

“True. I can’t remember him saying he loves
you, either, now that I think of it.” Tommy nuzzled her head.
“You’re the love of mine, though.”

She looked up. “Really?”

He smiled. “Since the first day I met you,
yeah.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I’m okay that you came
around a little later. I wasn’t exactly presentable until you’d
worked on me for a few years, after all.”

Meggie’s throat felt tight. “You were always
presentable, Tommy, and I loved you before I was in love
with you, so don’t even try to suggest you weren’t lovable,
either.”

He stroked her cheek. “Yes, dear.” He kissed
her again. “Despite everything going on, I can’t even tell you how
glad I am to be here with you like this.”

“Me too.” She leaned her head back onto his
shoulder. “Okay, the only other reasons I can come up with to marry
someone you don’t love are money or power. I have neither. And
while Dad’s done well, let’s be real, he’s not a billionaire and
I’m one of four kids, and there’s no way my parents wouldn’t divide
equally.” She didn’t add that they were healthy and should have
years more to go. She’d learned that lesson already.

The situation with Mark was lessening her
ability to keep the old fears at bay. She couldn’t afford to lose
it – not here and not in this situation. The moment they left the
bedroom they were back to the Family Mart Gauntlet, as Tommy had
aptly called it, and she had to be ready.

“What if he thinks you have money or
power?” Tommy asked slowly. “I mean, he’s only met your family
once, right?”

“Right, last Christmas, when everyone came
out. Before he proposed.”

“David Meyers isn’t an uncommon name. What if
he’s mixed your dad up with someone else?”

“Only one way to find out. I’m calling my
brother. While I do that, would you call Marlene? I’d like her and
Julie to check out the Howards and the Moragas. Might as well check
out the Logans, too.”

“I’ll give her the whole list. I brought the
portable fax machine along.”

“Should I ask Craig about a restraining order
against Mark?”

Tommy sighed. “I hate to say yes, but since
there’s a real possibility he’s here or coming here, see what Craig
thinks.” He cleared his throat. “Have you, ah, told them about
us?”

“No, because when I talked to Danny we
weren’t an us, we were only pretending.” Meggie didn’t know what to
do or say. She didn’t know if assuming they were a permanent item
was wise, accurate or highly presumptuous.

Tommy took left hand in his and stroked the
wedding set on her finger. He stared at it for a few long seconds.
“When this is over,” he looked up at her, “would you be willing to
stop pretending and wear these forever?” He gave her a shaky smile.
“I’ll go onto one knee if you want.”

Meggie threw her arms around his neck and
kissed him. “Yes, absolutely, as soon as you want. And you can stay
on the bed with me.”

“Happily.” He kissed her more deeply and they
were back to where they’d been before Mark’s phone call.

Meggie didn’t mind. Tommy’s mouth and hands
made all the stress fade away, his body grinding against hers
replaced all worry with desire, and the things he murmured against
her skin made her heart sing.

Besides, they were going to have to change
clothes for whatever pre-lunch activity they were going to engage
in anyway, so taking their clothes off right now made perfect
sense.
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Tom stroked Meggie’s
arm while she kissed his chest. “You get enough, Meggie baby?” He
hadn’t, but Tom figured he wasn’t going to ever feel like he was
satiated, not when it came to Meggie.

“If you mean, was it great like always?
Absolutely. If you mean, am I feeling like doing something else
other than making love with you? Nope, but it’ll probably have to
do or else they’ll send Clementine in to get us and rate our
performance.”

He chuckled. “Yeah. You know, I locked the
doors last night.”

“I know. She probably came in through the
empty room and the bathroom. We’ll lock the bathroom door to that
room tonight and see if it works.” She sighed. “Besides, I need to
call Craig and you need to call Marlene.”

“True.”

Meggie shifted to look at his face. “Tommy,
you really want to marry me?”

“Always have. Wasn’t waiting for you just to
have a couple of great sexual experiences and then wander off to
play the field, you know.”

He didn’t add that he was incredibly thankful
she felt they were as great as he did. Why shove all his
insecurities to the fore at once? Not that he felt insecure when
they were kissing, making out, or making love. He felt like the
most confident, capable man in the world when Meggie moaned his
name, writhed against his body, or had an orgasm because of
him.

She heaved a happy sigh. “Just want to be
sure. For some reason, I’m not feeling ultra-confident right
now.”

“Lunatics threatening you will do that.”
Another thought occurred. “Meggie, did Mark ever threaten or
actually hurt you? Physically, emotionally, verbally?” He hoped her
answer wasn’t going to be ‘yes’ for a variety of reasons, that he’d
have to find and kill Mark if he’d hurt her even slightly being
only one of them.

“No, not really. I mean, he hated you, but
I’m so used to that….” Her voice trailed off and she looked
embarrassed.

“I know. I remember school. At least college
didn’t suck. Even though most of your friends there didn’t like me,
either.”

“Some of my friends loved you. You know, the
ones I’m still friends with.”

“Yeah. How many is that? So few that Mark
didn’t think you had any he didn’t know about.” Tom tried not to
dwell on the fact that Meggie had far fewer friends now than she’d
used to, undoubtedly because of him. He didn’t think he was that
off-putting, at least not any more. Certainly no one who worked for
him seemed to find him horrible. But unless a paycheck was
attached, apparently Meggie was the only member of his fan
club.

“Tommy, Mark was and is full of it. I have
plenty of friends, but none of them matter more than you and they
never have and never will. You know that. And before you get all
down on yourself like we’re still in junior high, your employees
adore you because of the kind of man you are, not because you sign
their paychecks, and my family thinks you’re the greatest.”

“Yeah? Let’s see how great once we tell them
we’re now a little more than best friends.” Uncertainty and
insecurity settled in his stomach. What if Meggie’s family were
appalled at what they’d done? What if, in their minds, they were
supposed to stay as friends, almost brother and sister, only? They
were the only family he had, in that sense. If they disapproved, he
didn’t know what he’d actually do, and more, if Meggie would choose
him over them. And he couldn’t ask her to do that, ever,
anyway.

“Considering, per Danny, they hate Mark and
are all relieved I’ve broken up with him, I could probably share
that I was seeing Quasimodo and they’d think it was an improvement.
I think they’re going to be happy we’re together, Tommy. They all
love you.”

“Guess we’ll find out.” He sat them up, since
inaction wasn’t making him feel any better. “I’ll fax, you call the
cops.”

She laughed and got her phone while he set up
the fax machine. The packet of information was on the dresser, next
to a large bottle of SPF 45. He heard Meggie explaining what was
going on to her eldest brother. From her responses, Craig wasn’t
telling her to ignore the situation.

Fax machine ready, he looked at her. Meggie
was blushing and her voice dropped. Tom figured she was telling
Craig about the two of them now, and busied himself with faxing. He
wanted to call Marlene, but he also wanted to hear what Meggie was
saying, as petty and insecure as he felt that showed him to be. But
he couldn’t make out too much, other than her tone of voice, which
was shy and happy both.

Meggie nudged him. “Big brother wants to talk
to you.”

Tom gulped and took the phone. They were both
still naked and he wasn’t sure if he was up to talking to her
brother fully dressed, let alone like this. “Hey, Craig.”

“About damn time, Tommy-Boy.”

“Ah, for what?”

Craig laughed. “To finally get it together
with my baby sister. We’ve been wondering if the two of you were
the only ones not aware you were in love with each other. And,
thank God you’ve gotten her away from that maniac, Tanner.”

“You’re not, ah, upset with me?” Craig was
six-four, two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle, and had been a
cop as long as Tom had known Meggie. This wasn’t a man he wanted
angry with him, even if Craig hadn’t been Meggie’s brother.

Craig laughed again. “No. Well, I’m lying. I
was getting seriously pissed that you were going to just stand by
and let her marry that creep. But now that you’ve manned up, I’m
good with it.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Ah, should I have asked
David’s permission first? Or yours?”

Craig snorted. “No need.” His voice softened.
“You had our blessing the minute you managed to push past your own
incredible grief to figure out what to do to keep her out of a
mental institution, Tom. Even if we hadn’t all loved you before,
we’d have loved you then. We were all willing to settle for you
just being our ‘other brother’, but honestly, you make a lot more
sense as our brother-in-law. And on a personal note, I want her
with a real man, and you proved you were years ago, again, when you
were fifteen.”

“Thanks, Craig. Your approval means a lot to
me. Even if we weren’t dealing with a whole lot of weird,” he
added.

“Speaking of which, I’m concerned about your
safety as much as Meggie’s. You’re not in your home state, and
restraining orders take time in California. I’ve registered that
you’ve called me about threats made to both of you, but I’m in
Illinois. Louisiana has emergency protective orders, but you’re
going to need to speak to an officer there, and you’re going to
probably need more than Mark’s calls, especially since I assume
they weren’t recorded. The once incident at your parking lot isn’t
enough, either, especially since Mark left quietly.”

“You think he’ll try something violent?”

“I think it’s a possibility.”

“Maybe so. I think there’s more going on.” He
told Craig what he and Meggie had come up with. “He’s after
something, and unless someone in your family won the lottery and
didn’t tell us, we can’t figure out what.”

“Huh. No idea, but I’ll think on it.” Craig’s
voice sounded casual – a little too casual, in fact.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Craig sighed. “Tell you when I have it
confirmed or denied.” Tom wanted to argue, but Craig’s tone said he
wasn’t going to get any more, no matter what.

“Fine. So, what can you tell me?”

“I agree there’s a good chance he’s in
Louisiana or soon will be. I’m running background checks on Tanner
and his friends, at least all the males Meggie thinks would be in
on whatever with him. I’ll check airline records, too. Meanwhile,
you two make sure you’re never alone anywhere, especially not
Meggie. I wouldn’t put it past him to actually kidnap her.” Craig
cleared his throat. “Right now, I also wouldn’t put it past him to
try to kill you, Tom.”

“Great.”

“Do you have any kind of weapon with
you?”

“No, but I can protect myself and
Meggie.”

“Tommy-Boy, martial arts are great, but the
best moves in the world can’t stop bullets, no matter what your
teachers might have told you.”

“I know. I’m a black belt in forms that
aren’t just for show or tournaments, though. He’s bigger than me,
but I’m pretty confident I can stop Mark in even an unfair
fight.”

“Good to know, hope we don’t have to find
out. Remember – if you have to kill him, the only thing you’re to
say to the police is that you did what was necessary to stop the
threat. Then you call your lawyer.”

“My lawyer handles corporate, not criminal,
law.”

“Your lawyer is Daniel Meyers. I don’t care
that he’s in Chicago. He’s your defense attorney, got it?”

“Got it. You know, I asked only last night if
this weekend could get any weirder. Nice to know it can and,
apparently, will continue on the weirdness overload path for the
foreseeable future.”

Craig chuckled. “Glad you’re keeping your
sense of humor. At least you’re at a private estate, surrounded by,
from Meggie’s guess, at least a hundred other people.”

“Yeah. As of right now, we call that being
out of the frying pan right in the center of the fire.”
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Tommy hung up and
rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, after this, all the Family Mart
stuff seems easy.”

Meggie shook her head. “I called Marlene from
your phone while you were talking to Craig. She’s running the
checks, but our three largest competitors for the Yamamoto account
are here. I know all of the representatives, not well, but well
enough for them to question that we’re married.”

Tommy shrugged. “We got married last month,
because we decided we just couldn’t wait any more.”

“What if they know I was engaged to
Mark?”

He looked thoughtful for a few moments. Then
he smiled. “Why not go with as much of the truth as possible? I’ve
been in love with you our entire lives, I couldn’t take it anymore,
and confessed to you.”

“And I, having also been secretly in love
with you for years, was overjoyed. I dumped Mark, we raced off for
a quickie marriage, and then got right back to trying to get the
Yamamoto business. It could work.” She grimaced. “Unless someone
looks for a marriage license.”

“I knew I should have suggested a stop in
Nevada,” Tommy said under his breath.

Meggie giggled. “I’d have said yes.” She
hugged him. “But I think it’s kind of more romantic this way. If,
you know, we ignore my lunatic ex.”

“Don’t forget the lunatics right here. Did
Marlene have anything on the people we’ve already met?”

“No. She said she’d call when she finds
anything. She doesn’t want to fax to us, just in case.”

“I only hire smart women. It saves so much
time.” He sighed. “So, what activity do we want to show up late
for?”

“If I say none I’m sure that’s not going to
have us show the right Family Mart spirit. I packed our suits, but
I don’t want to swim during the day – no matter how good or what
promises the bottle makes, the sunscreen will wash off well before
I want it to.”

“Mmmm,” Tommy slid his hands over her skin.
“I’ll put sunscreen on you as often as you want.”

Meggie’s hips did their thing. She decided
they must have a mind of their own, because she wasn’t telling her
pelvis to ram itself against Tommy, it was doing it of its own free
will and with, as always, a lot of gusto.

Tommy chuckled. “I see I really haven’t come
close to satiating you, have I?”

“Can’t help it. Multiple orgasms aren’t all
that common, and a man who can make having them seem like an
everyday occurrence is a man you can’t get enough of.”

He looked flattered and embarrassed both. “I
just want it to be…good. For you, I mean,” he mumbled as he turned
red. “Just being with you is great for me.”

“It’s been fantastic each time,” she said
softly. “The best ever, and I do mean ever.” Meggie tried not to
wonder if Tommy was disappointed that she’d lost her virginity
years ago. Probably. But there wasn’t anything she could do about
it now. At least she hadn’t lost it to Mark, one small
positive.

Tommy smiled. “Good to hear.” He squeezed her
behind. “But, much as I want to see if I can keep my record intact,
we’d better put in some kind of appearance.”

She sighed. “I know. Tennis is out, I know I
didn’t bring the right clothes for that. What were our other
choices?”

Tommy picked the pages up and rifled through
them. “Croquet and badminton.”

“Ugh. Let’s take croquet.”

“Sounds good to me. Limited-to-no running
around.”

“Since when are you Mister Inactivity?”

He grinned. “Since I have a new, favorite
activity I want to conserve all my energy for.”

Meggie kissed him. “God, I love you. Will it
embarrass you if my pet name for you is ‘stud’?”

Tommy laughed. “Probably, but give it a try.
Let’s see the looks on the Family Mart faces before we make a final
decision.”

Before getting dressed again, Meggie put
their belongings away. Tommy tried to help, but she reminded him
that, in her experience, the wife did the packing and the
unpacking. He seemed happy with her reasons and even happier
watching her.

She wasn’t at all uncomfortable being naked
with Tommy, in fact, she liked it. It was quite a contrast to how
she’d felt naked with Mark – uncomfortable, exposed, and on
display. She considered Tommy’s question – if Mark had threatened
her, maybe without her realizing it – while she unpacked. She
couldn’t really call anything he’d done before last night
threatening. Controlling, yes. Annoying, frequently. Scary lunatic
weird had only shown up this weekend, however.

While she was putting their shoes in the
closet she came on the bag with the ring boxes again. The receipt
she folded up and put into her wallet, mixed in with a variety of
grocery and frequent diner cards, coupons, and other things.
Someone would have to work to find it.

But the ring boxes were a different story. No
matter how he was acting, she needed to return the ring to Mark,
though now that was going to happen via the U.S. Postal Service or
Federal Express. However, she didn’t want to throw away the other
boxes, mostly because she wanted to be able to store their rings in
them. Plus, it was a given someone was going to go through their
trash.

“Should I keep Mark’s ring with me? Not that
I want to cling to it for sentimental reasons, but I also don’t
want to have it lost or stolen because I can only imagine his
reaction to that. And I don’t want to give him the money for it,
either.”

“If that would work to get rid of him
peacefully, I’d be more than willing.” Tommy sighed. “Keep it with
you, I guess. Bottom of your purse, kind of thing.”

“What about the other boxes? Is it legitimate
to say I brought them to have our rings in something safe if we
went swimming or similar?”

Tommy shrugged. “Or at night. Sure, why not?
We’ve only been married a month, not like it’s not all new and
exciting. Also not like the boxes wouldn’t be in pretty good
condition still. So, yeah, leave them out.”

Meggie put them on the sink in the bathroom,
along with the rest of their personal care items. “This way, we’re
not hiding it, and we can also find them easily if we actually do
go swimming.”

They put the clothes they’d worn to breakfast
on again; they seemed appropriate for croquet. But before she put
her tank top on, true to his word, Tommy put sunscreen on her.
“Mmmm, I don’t think my breasts are going to be exposed to the
sun.”

“You never want to take a chance.” Tommy
finished up. “Next time, I should probably rub it in all over you,
just to be safe.”

“Only if we don’t plan to leave the bedroom.”
She was ready to pull their clothes off again and just claim a
headache whenever someone from Family Mart asked why they’d
disappeared for hours. But instead, she dutifully put her top
on.

Tommy pulled her baseball cap out of the
drawer she’d put it in. “I don’t care if it’s appropriate or not,
take the extra protection.”

“No argument.” Meggie pulled her hair
through, tied it up in a ponytail, and gave it one last brush.
“Presentable?”

“Most beautiful girl in the world, just like
always.”

“Wow, I’d have never had one minute of
insecurity if we’d been dating earlier. I mean married,” she added
quickly.

Tommy chuckled. “Hard to remember we’re
married – it’s only been a month.” He sounded amused and
relaxed.

“You are so good with this. Maybe you should
do more sales work.”

He shook his head. “I’ve spent half my life
imagining this. The shock for me is that it’s no longer pretend.”
She couldn’t help it, she had to kiss him again, for quite a
while.

They finally pulled apart, made sure they had
their phones, and Meggie got their sunglasses out of her purse.
“Denise Howard had her purse with her. You think I should keep mine
with me?”

“No idea. I have to figure they’ll go through
our stuff somehow, but not sure how deeply they’re going to get
into illegal invasion of privacy.”

“Well, I guess I’ll leave it in the room. We
can always use the same story you gave the guy at the jewelry store
if someone confronts us about it.”

“Yeah.” Tommy took her hand. “The thing is, I
doubt anyone’s going to confront us about anything. Mark’s the
obvious, frontal attack. The people here? They’re going for subtle,
the lure you into a false sense of security thing.”

Meggie sighed as they left the room. “You and
me against the world.”

“Been the story of my life, Meggie baby,”
Tommy said, as he kissed her. “I’m comfortable with it.”
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They headed down the
hall. It felt empty to Tom, like there was no one else here. He was
about to ask Meggie if she felt the same, when what looked like a
closet door opened and something jumped out at them.

Meggie screamed and leaped into his arms,
while Tom spun to get her away from whatever or whoever. As he did
so, he realized that it was indeed a ‘what’. “It’s okay,” he
soothed as he looked over his shoulder to confirm his suspicions.
“O’Rourke’s really into the whole ‘Haunted Mansion’ thing, baby.
It’s a skeleton on a rod.”

Meggie took her face slowly out of his chest
and Tom turned them back around. “Oh, are you kidding me? What’s in
its hand?”

Tom walked them closer and sighed. “A note
that says ‘you’re late’. It must trigger when someone walks by
during planned activities because, thank God, it didn’t trigger
last night.”

“I hate it here. I mean, I could love it
here, because it’s a gorgeous house on a lovely estate in the
middle of a beautiful state. But it’s owned by a madman.” She
looked up at him. “That’s this weekend’s theme for us, isn’t it?
Crazy, pure and simple.”

“Seems that way.” Tom kept his arm around her
as he led them to the stairs. “I’m holding onto you, just in case
the stairs turn into a slide or something, but I want you holding
onto the banister, too.”

Meggie didn’t argue, but the trip down the
stairs was uneventful. They ran into several people dressed in
servant-garb, all races, including Asian, which Tom found
interesting. He wasn’t sure if this was O’Rourke’s way of being
non-discriminatory, or if it was some kind of test. He currently
wasn’t convinced O’Rourke was non-discriminatory,
considering the man’s clear prejudice against unmarried people.

They wandered outside. Tom was glad Meggie
had brought their sunglasses, because it was bright. It also gave
them both something to hide their eyes behind, meaning they’d give
less away. Of course, it also meant most of the others would be
hiding behind their sunglasses, too.

They walked by the pool, where the Moraga
teenagers were. They weren’t alone – the pool area seemed to be the
turf for all the kids, which wasn’t a surprise. There were two
pools, actually – a big one and a shallow wading pool – and a
Jacuzzi. There were little children all the way up to more kids the
Moragas’ ages. Two lifeguards were on duty, but the only other
adults were the parents of the young ones.

The tennis courts were next, three courts,
all filled, all with doubles matches going on. Badminton was
nearby, more pseudo-courts, lots of people here. “No volleyball?”
he asked.

“Maybe that’s more of a California
thing.”

They finally reached the croquet area, were
given mallets, and started off on a course. They were joined by the
Howards. “We just finished, but we’re up for another round,” Jack
said.

“Happy to have you join us.” Tom grinned. “I
guess this is the California team activity of choice.”

Denise nodded. “We live in Santa Monica in a
building with two pools. And it’s not like we can’t get to the
ocean in five minutes if we’re in the mood to swim in that.”

“Too hot for tennis, and we didn’t pack for
it,” Jack added.

“Us either,” Meggie said. “And I played
badminton in high school, but it’s not like I’ve been yearning for
another game.”

They all laughed. “So, how much notice did
you get for this event?” Tom asked as they started playing.

“A couple of weeks,” Jack said. “But from
what you said, a lot more than you.”

“Is that common?” Meggie asked.

Denise shook her head. “No way of knowing.
However, I think this is the only one of these they do a year, so
that might explain all the last minute stuff with you guys.”

“Your company just landed a big account,
right?” Jack asked.

“Contingent upon Family Mart’s approval,
yes,” Tom said casually. “We were discussed?”

Jack shook his head. “Not so much. But you
have competition here, just like we do. And your competitors are
bigger companies, too. They’ve been discussing the big deal you
got. They’re not happy about it,” he added quietly.

“Not like our competitors are happy about us
getting a shot at Family Mart, either,” Denise said. “It’s hard for
a small company to compete against the big boys anyway, but harder
here.”

Tom noted they were far away from anyone
else. He wasn’t sure if this was why the Howards were sharing this
information with them, or if they were part of the Family Mart team
already, trying to trap him and Meggie.

He didn’t enjoy being a paranoid. In school
everyone really had been out to get him, in that sense, because as
the school brain he had a target on him. But by college some of
that had passed, and for the last several years he hadn’t spent any
time worrying about people being out to trick or destroy him in
some way.

Meggie wasn’t a natural paranoid, either. Tom
realized he wanted to stop the play acting and just be themselves.
Of course, if they hadn’t had the whole Family Mart oddness, he and
Meggie would still be thinking the other wasn’t interested. So,
maybe play acting was the way to continue to go.

His phone rang before he could worry about
this any longer. Under the circumstances, he checked the caller id
before answering. “Marlene, nice to hear from you.”

“Glad you think so. How’s it going?”

“So far, so good.” Tom indicated to the
others that they should play on and stepped a little way away.
“What do you have for me?”

“The Howards, Moragas and Logans all check
out. If I were betting, I’d say that the Logans are probably among
those you should be very careful around. Not a hundred percent
positive, but I think the Howards are in the same situation as you
and Meggie are.”

“How much the same?”

“Well, I’m pretty sure they’re actually
married, or had enough notice to get records altered. She shows as
Denise Jackson Howard, and they share the same address. They’re a
new vendor, just like we are. However, they, like us, have bigger
competitors right there, and they’re an interracial couple, per
Meggie, so who knows? I don’t have a lot on Family Mart from a
racial standpoint.”

Tom considered this while he made sure no one
was within earshot. “Meggie and I finally confessed we love each
other and got married last month, on our last Last Friday. We
trotted down to the justice of the peace, got married, and came
back to finish working on the Yamamoto account. We haven’t had time
to find someplace to live, so, since we both live in the same
complex, we still live separately, though we alternate where we
sleep.”

“Sounds workable.” Marlene paused. “How, uh,
real is that?”

Why lie to her? “The first sentence I said
for sure.”

“So, you and Meggie are now really a couple?”
Marlene’s voice was neutral.

“Yes. Which reminds me. Mark’s on a rampage.
He sounds insane, but we think he thinks Meggie’s got some kind of
money or power he’d be getting as her husband. I’ve spoken to
Craig, and he has no idea, but the family’s going to check it
out.”

“I will, too. So, just to be really, totally
clear, you and Meggie are, for real, together as a couple, and
openly in love with each other?”

“Yes.” Tom waited for her reaction. Marlene
didn’t sound thrilled.

“And she’s told Mark it’s over and that’s why
he’s gone all psycho?”

“Yes.”

“You realize if you’d just manned up years
ago none of this would be an issue now?” Now she had distinct tone
in her voice – sarcasm.

“Ah, yes. Where are you going with this?”

“Can I tell Julie?”

“Sure, why not?”

“Well, the not would be that, the moment I
get off the phone with you, she and I are going to throw a party,
and I don’t want her all excited if this is still just pretend and
when you two get back, Meggie’s going to marry that utter asshole
and you’re going to be back to moping and pining and acting like a
romantic wimp.”

Tom coughed. “Nice to see that my being your
employer has no effect on your ability to be blunt. You could have
said something.” He was wishing someone had – while he agreed with
Meggie that this was sort of romantic, he’d have rather been with
her already.

“And get bawled out for being wrong or,
worse, have one of you lie to me straight out? As if her constantly
staring at that picture of you two in Vegas after every phone call
or lunch date with Mark wasn’t enough of a clue? And you had that
picture as your computer wallpaper until Mark proposed. After that,
you hid it in a file and merely looked at it several times a
day.”

“How do you know all this?”

Marlene sighed. “Admin. Access to your
computer, remember? Anyway, congratulations, about time, thank God,
and all that. Not sure that it’ll save this account, by the
way.”

“True. So, think we can trust anyone?”

“Still not sure. The Howards, maybe. The
Moragas are long time Family Mart vendors, the Logans even longer
time. None of these people are evil, I’m sure. But becoming a
Family Mart vendor is huge from a business standpoint, and staying
one would be important, particularly if you had more employees and
merchandise because of the relationship. People have sold out their
country for less profit than becoming a Family Mart vendor will
ensure. So, who knows? I’d be a lot more concerned about our direct
competition who are present. They have the real motives to screw
us. The others just have Family Mart loyalty.”

“I feel so much less paranoid,” he said
dryly.

“I live to serve. Give the missus my congrats
when you’re alone. Julie and I will give her crap about this when
you’re home.”

“Something to look forward to.”
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Tommy was still on
the phone. “Is anyone going to care if we just move his ball
wherever?” Meggie asked.

“Who knows?” Denise replied.

“Who cares?” Jack added. He took Tommy’s ball
as they moved farther away. “We can just claim to be morons who
have no idea how these charming games are played.” He dropped
Tommy’s ball next to his and they continued playing.

“I see you two are having as much relaxing
fun as Tommy and I are.”

Jack snorted. “Oh, yes.”

“Some skeleton thing leaped out at us as we
were walking down the hall. That was ‘fun’, believe me.”

“Oh, just wait,” Jack said dryly. “We had the
whole ‘falling chandelier’ thing at dinner last night. Thankfully I
spilled my wine on the table, not on one of us.”

“Why would anyone think that was the right
thing to do?”

Jack shrugged. “The ‘regulars’ seemed to find
our reactions hilarious.”

“So we’re surrounded by sadists?”

“Possibly.” Jack slammed his mallet against
his ball. “Oh. Darn. My ball’s gone off…somewhere. If I hit it far
enough, maybe we can find something to do that adults actually
enjoy. Like finding a bar.”

“Are we allowed to drink? I mean, you said
wine, there’s a cocktail hour, but, under the circumstances,
they’re okay with it?”

“Don’t get drunk, would be my
recommendation,” Jack said. “You might speak your mind and God
knows what kind of havoc that would cause.”

“Have you taken a look at the rest of the
planned activities?” Denise asked as they wandered after Jack’s
ball.

“No, should I have?”

Jack grunted. “It’s like we’re at summer
camp.”

“Oh, God. I’ll bet I didn’t pack right for
half of it.”

“Trust me, you didn’t, if you packed anything
like we did,” Denise said. “And we had more time, too. It was
completely vague – bring clothes for outdoor activities,
semi-formal, and formalwear. That was it.”

“Outdoor activities can mean anything.”
Meggie heaved a sigh. “I don’t care. We’ll do what we feel like and
have clothes for.”

“This will make us sound pathetic, I’m sure,”
Jack said. “But can we all just stick together? The little guys
from California as a team?”

“I’m up for it. I’m sure Tommy is, too.” She
looked around. He seemed done with his phone call and was heading
towards them. He picked his ball up on the way.

“Not that I am, for one moment, insinuating
any of us care,” Tommy said as he joined them, “but I think we’re
going the wrong way for the stick or the wicket or whatever it’s
called.”

“Maybe the camp counselors will confine us to
our cabins,” Jack said. He sighed. “I’m sorry. We should all be
thrilled. We own small companies, we have a shot at the ultra-big
time, we’re being treated to an all-expense-paid trip. What’s not
to enjoy?”

“Being surrounded by hostile forces trying to
destroy us.” Denise snapped her mouth shut and looked panicked.

Tommy and Meggie exchanged a glance, their
‘can we trust them?’ look, perfected in junior high. Tommy nodded.
“Yeah, we know the feeling.”

The Howards looked relieved. “You research
this company like we did?” Jack asked.

Meggie nodded. “Weird about covers it.
They’re huge on the married.”

“Be happy you are,” Jack said.

“We are, but we didn’t get married because of
Family Mart,” Tommy said. “We got married last month. Can’t even
call it eloping. Half of our friends don’t know, we were so intent
on getting the Yamamoto account that, for all intents and purposes,
we can lose at any minute now.”

He sounded annoyed but relaxed, and Meggie
picked up no signs of lying. Either Tommy was a better liar than
she knew him to be, or he hadn’t been joking when he’d said he’d
fantasized about being married to her for years. She wanted to go
somewhere and just make love instead of having to hang around
outside.

But, since they were here for business, what
she wanted wasn’t what was on the agenda. Of course, the thing
she’d really wanted she had now, so perhaps this was merely the
payback for getting her heart’s desire. In which case, she should
stop complaining about it and instead do her best.

“Being married isn’t all they’re huge on,”
Denise said. “They’re looking for family values beyond belief.” She
looked down. “We don’t have kids.”

Something about how she said this made Meggie
speak gently. “That should be your choice, not someone else’s.”

Denise looked back up. “We’d love to.” There
was a catch in her voice.

Jack put his arm around her. “We…can’t. As
near as we can tell.”

“My fault,” Denise added, her voice low.

“Fault has nothing to do with it.” Tommy
sounded furious. “Physical issues and limitations are no one’s
fault, they’re things that happen, to good people or bad
indiscriminately. Is someone here actually trying to make you
believe that if you don’t have children that you’re not worthy to
be a part of the Family Mart ‘vendor family’?”

Meggie took Tommy’s hand. He was so angry he
was shaking, but her squeezing his hand seemed to get him to calm
down a bit.

Jack shook his head. “Not out loud. They’re
savvy. But, we’ve been checking, since we got the word that Family
Mart has some serious, ah, quirks in regard to its vendors. We’ve
been married long enough and have no children. We’ve already had a
few casual ‘when are you planning to start your family’ questions
which we’ve given appropriately lame answers to.”

“We could just tell them,” Denise said.

“No.” Jack sounded as furious as Tommy had.
“Our reproductive choices, or issues, are no one’s business but our
own, and we share them with who we choose, not who demands
it.”

They were all quiet for a few moments. “Maybe
this is all part of Family Mart’s brilliant plan to create strong
vendor friendships,” Meggie said finally. “I mean, it sort of feels
like it’s the four of us against the rest of them, but it’s better
than just two of us against the rest of them. And I’m personally
ready to tell whoever they can stop playing games and just tell us
stay or get out.”

“It won’t work like that,” Denise said
quietly. “They couldn’t be in business without a lawsuit a week if
their forms of discrimination were that simple to prove. The
information out there is all from disgruntled former or almost
vendors, so it could be flawed.” She sighed. “And you’re already
getting questions trying to confirm if you’re really married,
aren’t you?”

“Yes, we are,” Tommy said.

“It shouldn’t matter,” Meggie added. “What
kind of products we make, the care we put into them, their safety
record, how we treat our employees, how children and their families
feel about our products – those things should matter. Not whether
or not we’re married, have kids, whatever.”

“We agree,” Jack said. “Which makes me feel
like a prostitute simply by being here.”

“I know what you mean,” Tommy said. “We
aren’t even trying to be in Family Mart, so much as the client we
want feels they need to be in Family Mart.”

“They do.” Denise shook her head. “We all
do.” She gave them all a wry smile. “So, let’s keep on faking it.
We’re all from the L.A. area – we can just pretend we’re actors and
this is a great role.”

“I like how you think,” Meggie said.

“Intruder alert,” Jack said in a low voice.
“Logans at ten o’clock.”

“You don’t trust them, either?” Meggie
asked.

“They run one of the main Family Mart
charities,” Denise said. “So, in a word, no. You two are about the
only ones we think are in the same position we are – alone and
surrounded.”

“Surrounded and beaten aren’t the same
thing,” Tommy said.

“Too true.” Meggie grinned. “Tommy’s been in
that position most of his life and he always comes out on top.”

“We’ll stick with you two then,” Jack said
with a chuckle. “Now, as the senior member of our impromptu team,
smiles, everybody – it’s show time.”
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The Logans did join
them and the rest of the morning was spent idly chatting, playing
croquet correctly, and generally faking having fun. Meggie was
better at this than Tom or the Howards were, but then Tom knew she
had her salesperson game on.

Finally, they were allowed to go back to
their rooms to freshen up before lunch. Meggie and Denise had
decided they were staying in their same clothes for lunch, so that
saved time.

Since that gave them all of fifteen minutes,
however, all they had time to do was sponge off. This wasn’t what
Tom actually wanted to do, but he settled for kissing Meggie for
five straight out of their fifteen minutes and called it good.

Lunch was similar to breakfast – side dishes
served family style, main course made to order. In this case, they
had a choice of Caesar salad, poached salmon, or a club sandwich.
Tom had to admit that, as forced, working holidays went, this one
did have some advantages. At least they wouldn’t go hungry.

They’d been sure to sit with the Howards.
Jack had snagged end seats, and they were across from each other.
The Moragas had settled in on either side, so that also blocked
them from anyone else. Whether this meant the Moragas were assigned
to keep an eye on them, or if the family was trying to be helpful,
Tom couldn’t say.

But he enjoyed talking to Randall, Jennie and
Jack about their companies’ various production challenges and
solutions. Denise and Meggie, who were at the end of each side,
were having a lively conversation about Santa Monica versus the San
Fernando Valley for living conditions.

Lunch passed pleasantly therefore. They were
then given the option to nap or play games. Everyone in their group
voted for napping, including the Moraga teenagers, which told Tom
all he needed to know about the games option.

They were heading back when Meggie nudged
him. “Note that there are no teenaged hookups going on?” she asked
quietly.

“I hadn’t paid attention,” he admitted.

“I have. None. And not from lack of
options.”

Tom looked around. There were a number of
teenagers, some from their seating group and some from the earlier
one. All of them seemed to be heading upstairs for naps, if they
weren’t there already. “Why don’t they go back to the pool?”

“Not allowed,” Denise said from his other
side. “House rule is no one in the pool during nap time, for safety
reasons.”

“The lifeguards nap too?” Tom tried not to
sound incredulous, but he wasn’t sure if he managed it.

Jack shook his head. “Southern custom,
maybe.”

“Doubt it,” Meggie said. “But, you know, when
in Rome.”

The Howards were in a different wing, but Tom
pointed out the closet on their hallway that had the skeleton in
it. Jack grimaced. “We have one, too. Right next to our room. Guess
we’ll either be sure to be on time or ready for something to jump
out at us.”

“How fun,” Denise said. “Suddenly, I’m really
ready for that nap, especially if something’s going to try to scare
the life out of me later.”

They parted and Tom and Meggie got to their
room without further incident. Meggie checked the bathroom. “Clean
towels. Stuff on the sink moved a little, just like in any hotel.”
He heard a lock turn. She came out looking hopeful. “And, now the
door to the other room is locked, so no one should be able to
disturb us.”

Tom grinned and pulled her into his arms,
taking off her baseball cap as he did so. “I think I need to get
you right into bed, young lady.”

Meggie’s body bucked against his. “Okay. I’m
so tired.”

“Mmmm, you’re not acting tired,” he murmured
right before he kissed her. Meggie’s arms went around his neck as
he pulled her closer to him. Her mouth and tongue were so willing
against his, he was instantly aroused. Meggie moaned as their
bodies ground together.

Tom knew what he wanted. There were so many
ways to get it, too, all of them appealing. He decided being greedy
had been working well already and saw no reason to stop. He ended
their kiss and stripped Meggie’s clothes off as fast as he
could.

She giggled as he flung the comforter off the
bed, picked her up, and put her on it. He kicked his shoes off, but
otherwise left his clothes alone. He looked her up and down.
“You’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Meggie made a little sound and reached for
him. “Tommy…please….”

He smiled slowly. “I love hearing you beg for
me.” He hovered over her. “But I don’t like to make my baby wait.
So hard to decide what to do….”

“Tommy.” Her voice was a wail.

He kissed her while she tried to get his
clothes off. He didn’t help her, just enjoyed feeling her desire,
knowing it matched his. He trailed his mouth to her neck and heard
her gasp as he bit her gently.

Then his hands started to roam and Meggie
started to moan in earnest. He loved the feeling of her breasts in
his hands – large, round, firm and so soft at the same time. All
but her nipples, which were hard as pebbles and getting harder the
longer he rubbed them gently between his fingers.

Her hips were bucking wildly, and while he
wanted to be inside her, he wanted to taste her again first.

His mouth slid down her body, tongue running
along her skin, finally reaching her breasts. He sucked and nipped,
enjoying the feel of them in his mouth, while Meggie begged and
moaned alternately. She was delicious, but nothing compared to what
was waiting for him.

His fingers went there first. As before, she
was wet and slick, begging for him, and it made him groan with
desire. He couldn’t wait any longer – his mouth demanded her, his
tongue needed to savor her again.

Tom spread her legs wide as his tongue slid
over and inside her. “You taste so good,” he said against her
flesh, as she started to wail. He stroked and sucked – she was as
luscious as she’d been before, sweet and hot, so needy, so willing,
so orgasmic.

Meggie’s whole body shook and she contracted
around his tongue as her climax hit. He lapped and sucked eagerly,
while his fingers toyed with her, and her body’s spasms continued.
She was almost sobbing when her body finally stilled, but he hadn’t
had enough.

“Again,” he said as he nipped her inner
thigh. “I’m still hungry.”

“Oh, God…Tommy, ohhhh….” Meggie’s
voice trailed off into another wail as he took her between his
teeth and bit gently. She loved this, if her hips’ bucking even
more wildly was any indication, and he loved her reaction. He kept
on until she screamed, and another orgasm hit.

He realized he could happily stay down here
for hours, but his body demanded its own release. Plus, Meggie
seemed to be begging for him to make love to her, at least, from
what he could tell. She was almost incoherent but, as he kissed her
stomach, her pulling his shirt off seemed to indicate she wanted to
feel all his skin against hers.

Tom rolled onto the bed next to her and
Meggie grabbed his shorts and yanked them down. Before he could do
anything else she dove and took him in her mouth. Tom was going to
say something but the feeling of her lips and tongue against him
shocked him into a sort of silence. Other than gasping, he couldn’t
make any sound.

Meggie’s hands were all over him, on his
chest, his abdomen, his thighs. He groaned as she moved her mouth
in a rhythm similar to making love. But this was different – not
better, necessarily, but so good, so overwhelming. There was a
power in it, lying here, as she made him helpless and made him feel
like he owned her at the same time.

He ran his hands through her hair and she
sped up. They were like this for longer than he could tell when he
realized he was moving her head, and wondered if this meant he was
forcing her. But she purred against him and sucked harder, and Tom
went rigid, as lightning flashed behind his eyes and he
erupted.

Meggie didn’t stop until he did, and then she
still remained there, kissing him, tongue lapping against him,
until he was again hard as a rock. Then she ran her tongue up his
stomach, all over his chest, and up to his neck. “Two can play your
game,” she whispered in his ear, her breath hot, her body hotter,
as she mounted him.

Tom pulled her head to his and kissed her
deeply as she slid herself onto him. “Ride me,” he growled.

“Ohhhh, yes, Tommy,” she said, her voice a
half-gasp, half-purr. “It’s all I want to do. I want all of you,
inside me, all the time.”

He thrust hard and watched her body buck.
“Whatever you want, Meggie baby. Whenever you want. However you
want.”

She looked down, reached out, and stroked his
cheek. “I want you, in all ways.”

Tom smiled as his hands slid over her breasts
and she arched back. “There are over sixty positions in the Kama
Sutra, Meggie baby.” Meggie looked back at him. “And we’re going to
try them all.”

Meggie grinned. “I love being in love with
the King of the Nerds.”

Tom chuckled as he bucked again. “Glad I
studied hard. Now, get ready for the next lesson.”
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They were wrapped
around each other, dozing after sexually exhausting each other, at
least for the time being. Meggie’s face was buried in Tommy’s chest
and she didn’t want to get up for anything, let alone a garden
party.

But something had roused her, and she wasn’t
sure what. She listened, but didn’t hear anything.

Tommy nuzzled her head as his arms tightened
around her. “You awake?” he asked, sounding as drowsy as she
felt.

“Um hum,” she said against his skin, as she
rubbed her face against the hair on his chest. “What woke us
up?”

“Mmmm, no idea.” He kissed the top of her
head. As he did so a sound carried through the room. It sounded
like moaning, but not the sexual kind. Tommy sighed. “You know,
could O’Rourke be crazy enough to have ghost sounds piped in?”

“Anything’s possible.” Meggie listened again
and the moaning came back. “Either this is their way of waking
everyone up, or it’s the stupidest fire alarm on the planet.”

Tommy sighed and fumbled at the nightstand.
“Per the clock, it’s three-thirty, so I guess we can assume this is
their way of doing a wake-up call.”

They stretched and sat up. Meggie leaned
against him. “You know, if they’re piping sound into the rooms,
does that mean they’re listening to us, too?” Her stomach clenched.
If so, then they already knew she and Tommy weren’t really
married.

“Possibly, but I doubt it.” Tommy hugged her
tightly. “Relax. If they are, oh well. But my guess is not. Because
if they were, by now a disgruntled vendor or employee would have
blown that all over and have won their lawsuit.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Meggie said as they
climbed out of bed. “We should shower.”

“It’ll make us late, but I agree. Oh, we
haven’t had time to move in together into one place, because of
when we got married. Since we live in the same complex, it’s no big
deal, we just alternate where we sleep.”

“You’re so good with this. I had no idea you
had fabrication down to an art form.”

Tommy shook his head. “I don’t. I wasn’t
lying, Meggie. I’ve imagined being married to you for years. It’s
easy to come up with a working scenario – I’ve got a million of
them.” He looked sad for a moment and her heart constricted.

“I’m sorry I didn’t realize,” she said in a
low voice. “We could have been together for so long….”

Tommy pulled her into his arms. “I was a
coward for too long, Meggie. That’s what I’m sad about. I wanted to
kiss you at Prom, believe me. I wanted to tell you I loved you
every day for years. I was so afraid of losing all of you that I
was willing to settle for just some of you, even though it broke my
heart the entire time. It’s not your fault I was really good at
pretending I only wanted your friendship and nothing more.”

Meggie leaned her head against his chest. “I
don’t know about that. Craig told me that everyone else realized
you and I were in love with each other, other than the two of us.”
She shuddered involuntarily. “And that means Mark knew, too.”

Tommy’s arms tightened around her. “I won’t
let him hurt you. I promise.”

“I’m afraid that he’ll try to…hurt you.” Her
throat went so tight she couldn’t even swallow and could barely
breathe. All the old fears leaped out of the drawers in her mind
she’d put them away in and clamored for her attention, sharing that
not only was she responsible for Tommy’s parents’ death, but if
Mark hurt Tommy, she’d be responsible for that, too.

“He might try, but I won’t let him hurt me,
either.” Tommy moved them into the bathroom, holding her tightly.
“I know he’s frightening you, Meggie. I promise, I won’t let him
get you.”

She buried her face in his chest. Mark was
bigger and bulkier than Tommy, but, as she’d verified for the past
day, Tommy was all wiry muscle. He moved much more smoothly than
you’d expect any kind of nerd to – years of martial arts training
had paid off in a variety of ways. It had probably helped his
stamina, too, which she’d also verified as exceptional.

Her face being in his chest made her want to
stay there. The feel of his skin against hers was still so new and
so wonderful, she started to relax. Tommy stroked her back, which
made her relax even more.

He tilted her head up, kissed her, and picked
her up as he turned the shower on. She’d have been impressed by
this ability, but her mouth was too busy being ravaged by his
tongue for her to note too much else.

Tommy got them into the shower and soaping
each other off led to more making out, which, like always, caused
her worries to fade far, far away. Tommy was a spoilsport and
wouldn’t let them make love in the shower this time, either. He
also wouldn’t let them engage in anything oral, other than kissing,
citing time restraints, her whining and complaints having no effect
other than him kissing her more deeply.

Of course, it wasn’t like he didn’t want to.
Tommy was, as Clementine had insinuated, extremely well hung, so he
couldn’t exactly hide his arousal. It did make it hard to get out
of the shower and merely dry off, but Meggie forced herself to do
it, since Tommy’s gentle reminder of why they were here was
accurate.

“I just hate to waste it,” she muttered as
they started to get dressed.

Tommy chuckled. “I promise I’ll give you
another one as soon as possible.” He moved her hair and kissed the
back of her neck. “I know we’re late. And we’re here for a reason,
and, sadly, that reason isn’t to make love like we’re on our
honeymoon.”

“Well, technically, we are,” she reminded him
as she pulled their clothes out of the armoire. “We’ve only been
married a month and, so far, this really is the closest to a
honeymoon we’ve gotten.”

Tommy’s arms went around her from behind and
she snuggled back against him. “You’re right,” he murmured against
the side of her head. “You’re good at this, too.”

She laughed. “You weren’t the only one with
the fantasies, Tommy-Boy.”

“Really?” He sounded shocked, like he
couldn’t really believe she’d ever spent any time daydreaming about
being with him romantically. He also sounded a little hopeful.

Meggie turned around and looked up at him.
“Really. I’ve wanted to be your girl since senior year, at least. I
compared every guy I dated to you – none of them measured up.” She
looked down. “Mark in particular.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Then why did
you say yes to him?”

Meggie shook her head. “I have no idea. Well,
that’s not true.” She handed him his clothes and pulled her dress
off its hanger. “I’d given up. I didn’t think you were or ever
would be interested in me as more than your friend. So, I tried to
choose a husband logically, you know, great job, good looking,
smart, all the things you want.” She swallowed. “All the things you
are.”

The dress zipped in the back and Tommy turned
her around to do it for her. “But, you weren’t in love with him?”
He didn’t sound angry or accusatory or even hurt. He sounded
curious.

“No, I really wasn’t. But Mark fit all those
parameters. I hoped I’d learn to love him, you know?”

“Not really. I mean, we’re not in the age of
arranged marriage.”

Meggie sighed. “Tommy, I couldn’t kid
myself.” She turned back around. “I’ve been in love with you for so
long…how could I expect to fall in love with someone else, when you
were there, every day, near me but not near enough?”

Tommy’s expression was very tender, and he
stroked her face. “I know what you mean.” He kissed her, and it was
loving more than passionate. Meggie melted against him as his arms
went around her.

They finished getting ready in silence, but
it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was intimate, warm and comforting, both
of them being happy to be in love and, finally, together.

It was still sunny out, so Meggie slathered
more sunscreen on, with Tommy’s help. She wanted to put her hair in
a ponytail, but her dress cut somewhat low in the back and she
figured she needed to have her hair work as sun protection, so she
left it down. It dried naturally into the loose waves she knew
Tommy liked best anyway.

He was in a shirt designed to be worn over
his slacks, not tucked in. “Think I can avoid taking the sport
jacket?” he asked. “Not sure how great it’ll look with this.”

“You okay being the only guy not in one? I
don’t know if that’ll be the case, but it’s our working
assumption.”

Tommy shrugged. “Sure, why not? I’ll already
stand out because I have the most beautiful woman here on my
arm.”

Meggie tried not to blush and failed.
“Flattery will get you everywhere.”

“Good to know. I’ll save the rest of the
compliments until we’re back here and can stay.” He kissed her
cheek. “Ready to go?”

“Yes.” Since she had no pockets, Meggie took
her purse with her so she could carry their sunglasses and her
phone easily. They headed down the hall, Tommy keeping them far
away from the skeleton closet. It jumped out at them again, but
they were able to ignore it.

There were others who weren’t on time, so
they followed the trail of people through the house and out onto
the grounds, Tommy holding her hand the whole time. They were going
to a spot they hadn’t been before – the garden party was off to the
side of the house opposite from the pools and courts area. She
could see the outdoor dining area, but they were headed farther
away.

Fortunately, there was a walkway, because
Meggie wasn’t the only woman in heels. She was in a sheath dress
and her pumps were low-heeled and not stilettos, but walking on
grass in any kind of woman’s heel was challenging at best. Tommy
put his arm around her waist and she followed suit – it was nice
and also made her less likely to trip.

They reached the garden party area. It
resembled what Meggie thought of as an old-fashioned small town
square, and it might have been as large. There was a big, circular
gazebo where the portable bars and bartenders were, but there was
plenty of room under it for guests, as well.

Small tables with two or four chairs littered
the area around the gazebo, but at least half the guests were
standing. She was relieved to see that at least a portion of the
men weren’t in sport jackets, or jackets of any kind. All of the
women were in dresses, some in fancy hats. However, she looked
appropriate, so she stopped worrying about their clothing, at least
for now.

She spotted the people she already knew were
here and squeezed his waist and moved them off the path to a nearby
table that had no one sitting at it and no one standing near it.
“It’s going to be show time,” she said quietly as they sat. Meggie
put her back to the gazebo so Tommy could sit opposite and see who
she was talking about. “See the group of six ahead of us, the ones
monopolizing one of the bars?”

“Yes. Those our main competitors?”

“Uh huh. The tall one that makes you think of
scarecrows, but not the Wizard of Oz kind, is Ryan Nichols,
with the United States Toy Company. The short, chunky one is Chris
Finder with American Plush. Last but in no way least, the big,
good-looking black guy is Glen Knight with Designer Plush. Watch
out for him.”

“Why? I mean as opposed to the others?”

“He’s the smartest, by far, and he’s also
very charming. He’s also ruthless. The others are, too, but
Designer Plush was as small as us five years ago. Then Glen joined
them and they exploded. Believe me, if anyone’s going to cause us
problems, it’s going to be him.”

“Can’t wait. You know their wives?”

“No, never met them before. But they all know
who you are, so you’d better be ready with our married explanation,
because I promise you, one or all of them will know you aren’t the
man I was set to marry.”

Tommy grinned. “Glad to share how I swept the
most beautiful girl in the world off her feet.” He looked and
sounded relaxed and confident. Meggie felt herself falling into
even deeper love with him, which she wouldn’t have thought was
possible. Tommy chucked her under her chin. “You want to wait here
while I get drinks or come with me?”

“I want to stay next to you forever.”

He drew her face to his and kissed her.
“Good. Then I won’t sound needy when I say that I’d rather have you
in my arms than anywhere else.”
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Tom helped Meggie up
and took her hand, leading her carefully back onto the path. Once
there, they headed for the bar with their competition waiting for
them.

This situation was, while uncomfortable, one
he was very familiar with. The jocks, the popular kids, the stoners
– every group in school had considered him their enemy and reacted
as such when he came by. So, men in his same line of business
didn’t throw him. They were just older and in their own clique, but
it was junior high and high school all over again.

The three men all smiled at Meggie and nodded
to him. Meggie beamed. “Oh, Tommy, let me introduce you to some of
the best in the business. Ryan Nichols, Chris Finder and Glen
Knight. Gentlemen, I don’t think you’ve met the head of Plush Life
Toys, Thomas Reid.”

The men all shook hands with him. Their wives
were introduced – Bette Nichols, Laurie Finder and Patti Knight.
Then Knight smiled at Meggie. “So, you two seem cozy.”

“Husbands and wives tend to be,” Tommy said
with a grin.

Knight raised his eyebrow. “I thought you
were engaged to someone outside of your company, Meggie.”

Meggie shrugged. “I was. Plans changed.” She
laughed. “You know how it is, all’s fair in love and war.”

“Always nice to ensure you can rise up in
your company the old fashioned way – for attractive women, I mean.”
Finder said.

“Sorry, don’t know what you’re insinuating,”
Meggie said. Tom knew she was lying, but found the frontal attack
interesting.

“You know,” Finder said with a leer.
“Sleeping to the top.” The other men chuckled. The women looked a
little uneasy.

Meggie’s eyes narrowed. “What an interesting
idea, Chris. I wonder why you came up with it.”

Tom smiled slowly. “So, do you ladies all
work?” The women nodded their heads. “Interesting. So, either your
husbands think you’re all ugly, or they think you’re screwing your
boss in order to get ahead.” He looked at Chris. “I’d vote for them
working hard and impressing their employers with their business
skills and dedication, but maybe it only works that way at my
company.”

Knight cleared this throat while everyone
else looked uncomfortable, though the women gave Tom far nicer
looks than the men did. “Bad joke on Chris’ part, I’m sure. I’m
more interested in how Meggie’s mind got changed so quickly.”

Tom saw several of their eyes widen a bit,
and Finder and Nichols straightened up. He knew who was behind
them, and that Knight had timed this question accordingly.

Tom shrugged. “I don’t think it’s sharing
tales out of school to admit I’ve been in love with Meggie my
entire life. I mean, who wouldn’t be? I got tired of, as my admin
so kindly put it, pining and moping. Finally manned up and told her
last month.” He grinned. “Got the answer I’d been hoping for but
didn’t honestly expect.”

Meggie hugged his arm. “What can I say? I’ve
been in love with him for years, too. Same thing, didn’t notice he
was interested.” She laughed. “Felt kind of stupid and unobservant,
but decided to get over it quickly.”

“So, you just raced off and got married?”
Finder asked, sounding like he didn’t believe it.

“Yes.” Tom laughed. “To my way of thinking,
we’d been waiting for years. Besides, we were in the middle of a
big deal. Realizing we were in love with each other sort of
threatened to take our focus away at the wrong time. Plus, we
figured it would be easier if we stopped worrying about having to
stop working late at night to go home.”

“How…chaste,” Nichols said.

Meggie cocked her head. “Sorry, didn’t mean
to offend you. I figured someone of your generation would have
waited for marriage.”

Tom managed not to high five her, because as
digs went, it was a good one. The women glared at her, but the men
seemed more insulted. Then again, they might have all been acting,
since he was positive O’Rourke was behind them.

“Not everyone waits, Meggie baby,” Tom said
quietly. “Anyway,” he said in a louder voice, “we’re enjoying our
time here. Closest thing to a honeymoon we’ve had.”

Meggie nodded. “We were joking on the plane
that if we hadn’t had to come out here, we might never have gotten
anything resembling a vacation, let alone a honeymoon.”

“Honored you’re looking at the trip that
way,” O’Rourke said from behind them.

Tom and Meggie both turned. “Didn’t know you
were there, Mister O’Rourke,” Tom said with a smile. “Glad you
don’t mind we’re considering this a working vacation.”

O’Rourke beamed. “You should have mentioned
it. We actually have something resembling a honeymoon suite. Would
have been happy to put you up there.”

Meggie giggled. “That’s sweet, but the room
we’re in is wonderful, so no desire to change on our part.”

“Besides, it wasn’t relevant to the business
situation,” Tom added, watching O’Rourke’s expression carefully.
The older man’s eyes shifted, just a little, but otherwise, he
looked approving.

“I’m wondering how your ex-fiancé took the
news,” Knight said.

Meggie glanced up at Tom. “If I say ‘badly’,
does that make me sound conceited?”

“No, because it’s true.” Tom shrugged. “He
wasn’t happy about it. Can’t blame him. Can’t stand him, mind you,
but can’t blame him.”

“So, you stole Miz Meyers away?” O’Rourke
asked.

“And made her Missus Reid as fast as
possible, yeah. Can you blame me?”

“Not at all, young man.” O’Rourke clapped Tom
on the shoulder. “Faint heart never won fair lady.”

“Someone else I respect said that to me, in
order to get me moving. Still true.” Tom put his arm around Meggie.
“So, we were planning to get something to drink. Any
recommendations?”

“Try a mint julep, they’re one of our
specialties,” O’Rourke said. He went to the bar. “Nine juleps,
please.” The bartender started the process and O’Rourke had them
watch. “Bruising the mint is key.”

Tom paid attention, but he’d learned how to
multitask early on, so while he was taking in all the intricacies
of the drink preparation, he was also paying attention to what else
was going on around them.

The Moraga teenagers, along with the other
kids, were off at a smaller gazebo he hadn’t noticed when they’d
first arrived. They had their own bartenders, but it was clear the
drinks were nonalcoholic. The kids seemed to be having a good time,
which he found interesting.

He spotted the senior Moragas, the Logans,
and some others that were becoming familiar scattered about. The
Howards were at a table for four in the shade, but they were
alone.

Drinks were made and O’Rourke smiled as they
all had a sip. “Delicious,” Meggie said. “And refreshing.”

“I’ll try to make it at home,” Tom said.

“Wait until we find a place,” Meggie said
with a laugh.

“You’re not living together?” O’Rourke
asked.

Tom didn’t mention that they hadn’t said
that, and assumed O’Rourke had run their information. “We live in
the same apartment complex, different apartments, but close enough.
We haven’t had time to focus on anything but the Yamamoto account,
particularly not house hunting.” He hugged Meggie. “I want our
first house to be exactly what my wife wants.”

She hugged him back. “Hopefully we can attend
to that soon. But, not before work.”

He grinned. “Yes, dear. What can I say? She
keeps me on my toes.”

“Best part about a house will be not having
to decide where we’re sleeping.” Meggie looked around. “Sorry. I
know we’re in that nauseating newlywed stage.”

The women made the usual positive and
supportive comments, O’Rourke did as well. The other men, however,
stayed quiet. They had different looks on their faces – Nichols
looked annoyed, Finder looked angry, and Knight looked thoughtful.
Tom knew Meggie was right – Knight was potentially the most
dangerous man here, in terms of their business.

O’Rourke mentioned that he needed to mingle
and wandered off. The Howards were still alone and Tom took the
opportunity. “Great meeting all of you. Have to catch up with our
friends. See you around.” He kept his arm around Meggie as he
headed them towards their destination.

“You were awesome,” she said under her
breath. “And thank God we’re away from them for a while.”

“Tell me about it. They’re just after Mark on
my list of people I’d like to never have to deal with again.”

They reached the Howards, who looked happy to
see them. “You two looked like you were having a nice time,” Jack
said as they seated themselves. “How much was acting?”

“We’re from L.A.,” Tom said with a smile.

“You missed ours,” Denise said. “Not sure if
we managed well or not.”

“Hard to guess,” Meggie said. “However, I can
honestly say the mint juleps are delicious, so if you haven’t had
one, get one.”

Jack grinned. “Have, love ‘em, are on our
seconds. I’ll grab the next round when you two finish.”

“I don’t think any of us can afford to get
drunk.” Denise didn’t sound against getting drunk, just getting
drunk here, which Tom could agree with.

“I watched, there’s not a lot of alcohol in
them,” he said. “So unless you’re a total lightweight, you should
be okay.” He tickled Meggie. “No more than three for you,
though.”

She giggled. “Yes, dear.”
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The garden party
continued on. There were a few more uncomfortable moments, some
centered around the Howards, some centered around them. Meggie felt
they all handled themselves well, or at least well enough.

The Howards had more competition here than
they did, seeing as all the clothing manufacturers seemed to feel
swimwear was part of their repertoire. There was absolutely
strength in the four of them being together, however, because the
other couple was able to act as a deflection any time things got
tense.

They stuck together for dinner, and insisted
on being treated as a foursome. They had to, because the waiter who
tried to seat them tried to break them up. Interestingly, O’Rourke
was the one who solved this, by saying he was pleased to see fast
friends made.

The upside was they were together. The
downside was that, due to O’Rourke intervening, they were sitting
with him.

The dining room was huge, almost medieval.
Meggie wondered if they were going to get a jousting show and have
to eat with their hands as one of the ‘fun’ activities. She saw
several long, wooden tables stacked up against the far wall, so it
seemed a real possibility.

Thankfully, tonight they were all at rounds
of eight. It was like being at any other corporate banquet, only
the room was highly decorated like the rest of the place and the
overall attitude was far more homey and familial.

In addition to the four of them and O’Rourke,
the Logans were at their table, as well as a severe young woman in
an even more severe suit. Meggie hadn’t seen her before. Meggie
wasn’t sure of this woman’s age, though she guessed around hers. It
was hard to tell. The woman’s hair was pulled back into a tight
bun, her clothes were just this side of English Nanny, and her
expression was politely grim.

Her name was Wanda Wilmington. Jack gave her
a polite smile after the introductions were done. “So, Miz
Wilmington, how long have you been out of law school?”

She jerked. “Twelve years. Not that it’s any
of your business.”

Meggie blinked, and she could tell Denise
did, too. “Wow, either you graduated when you were twelve or I want
your exercise and beauty regimen,” Meggie said. She was impressed
with both Wanda’s looking so young and Jack’s ability to correctly
guess what Wanda did for a living.

A flattered look flitted across Wanda’s face,
to be replaced quickly with her standard severity. “Thank you. Just
eating right, mild exercise, and keeping my mind active.”

“Working well,” Tommy said. “So, are you one
of Family Mart’s lawyers?”

“I represent a portion of their legal
counsel, yes.”

“Wanda’s our day-to-day,” O’Rourke said
jovially.

“You need a day-to-day lawyer on premises?”
Denise asked.

“Accidents can happen, discussions can be
misconstrued, and so forth,” Wanda replied. “Wilmington and
Partners have been representing the O’Rourke family and all their
business interests for over a century.”

“Impressive dedication,” Jack said.

“Not to mention impressive length of the
business relationship,” Tommy added. “Your family’s firm must be
quite excellent.”

Wanda’s lips moved in a way Meggie was fairly
sure was supposed to form into a smile. She clearly wasn’t used to
the look. “Thank you, Mister Reid and Mister Howard. We strive to
do our best.”

“Which you do every day,” O’Rourke said with
what Meggie felt was a fatherly smile. While Wanda was sitting next
to him, she didn’t pick up any kind of sexual thing between them.
Of course, she could be wrong, but her track record was pretty
good. If she ignored her track record with Tommy. But she’d been
far too close to that to be accurate.

Dinner was excellent – roast beef for the
meat eaters, an elaborate pasta primavera for the vegetarians, of
which Wanda turned out, rather unsurprisingly, to count herself
among. She was the only vegetarian at the table.

The conversation was the usual for this trip
– some general talk, some questions clearly meant to drag out when
the Howards were going to pop out children and to verify if she and
Tommy were really married, very little about the actual business
they were all here for. Then again, they were all here to have
judgment passed on them, so maybe it was all relevant.

Meggie took care to only drink water during
dinner. Tommy had been right, three mint juleps were about her
limit. The reminder that he knew her and was taking care of her so
well made her feel warm all over, to the point where if she had
another drink she’d be dragging him back to their room, dinner or
no dinner.

Tommy seemed to pick something of this up
from her, because, while eating and talking, he reached over and
stroked her back. Meggie loved how this little bit of
possessiveness on his part made her feel.

They were heading for dessert, and Tommy’s
arm was resting on the back of her chair. Meggie leaned against it
and he absently stroked her upper arm while discussing the merits
of in-house versus external contractors for product
manufacturing.

She was about to put her hand on his leg and
see if she could give him the hint that she was ready to rip his
clothes off, when she caught sight of her phone in her purse. It
was blinking, meaning she’d missed calls or texts.

Meggie dug it out while the talk swirled
around her. Several missed calls from Mark. Joy. But there was a
huge gap in time from the last one and the one just prior. The
right amount of time for Mark to have flown from L.A. to New
Orleans.

While her stomach clenched, she realized she
also had a text. ‘Honey bunny, I know you’re afraid and in trouble,
but I’m on my way. I won’t let Reid do this to you. Don’t worry,
I’ll save you and fix everything.’

Meggie nudged Tommy and handed him her phone.
She tried to focus on the chocolate mousse, one of her favorites,
but she couldn’t open her mouth, let alone swallow.

Tommy looked up from her phone. “Wanda, can I
ask you a professional question that has no relation to Family Mart
business?”

She looked shocked but nodded. “Of
course.”

Tommy took a deep breath. “Meggie’s ex-fiancé
isn’t handling our being together well at all. He refuses to
believe Meggie’s really broken up with him, let alone believe that
we are married, since we didn’t do a big wedding, didn’t
really do a wedding of any kind, and he certainly wasn’t invited to
go to the Justice of the Peace with us. He’s begun stalking Meggie
and threatening both of us. My brother-in-law suggested we get a
restraining order against him, but we didn’t take the threat
seriously until this weekend, and we haven’t had time to go to the
courts anyway.”

O’Rourke’s eyes narrowed. “He’s come here,
hasn’t he?”

Tommy nodded. “I think so. To New Orleans, at
least. I don’t think he knows where in Louisiana we are, but I’m
fairly sure he knows we came to this part of the country.” He
sighed. “I’d like to know if we should be contacting law
enforcement or if we have other legal grounds to protect ourselves
here in Louisiana.”

Wanda shook her head. “I know corporate law,
this is criminal.”

“But Wanda will be happy to research this for
you immediately,” O’Rourke said pleasantly. “We don’t want some
jilted lover trying to harm our people.”

“Of course.” Wanda didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll
get right on it this evening.” Clearly she and her firm were used
to these kinds of orders from O’Rourke because she didn’t even look
annoyed. Instead, Wanda pulled her phone out and sent several
texts. Meggie hoped she wasn’t trying to check on marriage
licenses, but Mark likely being so much closer was a much bigger
worry.

“What’s he capable of?” Jack asked.

Meggie shook her head. “I have no idea. I…I
wouldn’t have thought he’d be like this from what he was
like…before.”

“Being left for another man hurts,” O’Rourke
said. “Anyone back at home he could threaten?”

“Only our cats.” Meggie felt like she
couldn’t breathe. “What if he…?”

Tommy hugged her. “Excuse me. Going to make a
couple of calls.” He leaned over. “I’m sure the Garners and our
cats are fine, Meggie baby.” He kissed her cheek, then got up and
walked some ways away from the table.

He left the room and Meggie had to fight back
fears that Mark had hurt the Garners in some way and was here
already, lying in wait to try to hurt Tommy in some far worse way.
Mark didn’t care for cats – Meggie couldn’t bring herself to
contemplate what he could do to Catnip or Megatron.

Denise took her hand. “It’ll be okay.”

“I hope so.” Meggie stared at her dessert and
tried to fight back tears. Losing it here and now would be
disastrous. “I can’t believe I was going to marry someone who could
be so…delusional.”

“Men hide what they are when the prize is
something they covet,” O’Rourke said. “And whirlwind elopements,
even if all you did was run off to City Hall, can make the jilted
lover feel quite cast aside.”

“So you send a nasty letter or try to date
her best girlfriend,” Gerald said. “Normal men don’t stalk the girl
after she’s married someone else.”

Meggie looked at the Logans. They both looked
appalled, but she didn’t get the impression they were upset with
her and Tommy.

Ophelia nodded. “Killian, you can’t be
feeling sorry for him.”

O’Rourke shrugged. “I can pity him,
certainly. However, I don’t condone his actions.”

“Being able to understand them should help us
guess what his next move will be,” Jack added.

Meggie wasn’t sure what she should say or if
she could get it out without bawling her head off. She nodded and
wished she hadn’t left Quirrel in the room.

“Killian, do we have enough security?”
Ophelia asked quietly. “In case this young man finds where the
Reids are?”

O’Rourke nodded. “I believe so. And we have
enough men here that we should be able to subdue one disillusioned
young man.”

“He won’t be alone,” Meggie said. “He never
does anything without his best friends. One of whom is a lawyer,”
she added to Wanda.

“What kind of law?” she asked briskly.

“Family, but he seems to think he’s able to
handle business law, too.” At least if she took Mark’s constant
mention of sexual harassment and his insistence that Eddie would
sue Tommy for it to be a reflection of Eddie’s presumed legal
talents.

“Not an unheard of combination.” Wanda cocked
her head. “Could I have the names of the men who might be
involved?”

“How many do you expect?” Denise asked.

Meggie shook her head. “It’ll depend on if
they think this is fun or not.” She knew them, they’d think this
was great. “At least three others, maybe four. They’re all big
guys, too.” Bigger than Tommy. And they were all willing to gang up
on someone, too.

“Names?” Wanda asked.

Meggie couldn’t come up with a good reason to
hold them back at this point. “Mark Tanner, my ex, Eddie Edison,
Mark’s best friend and the lawyer, Jim Andrews, Ian Bennett, and
possibly Nolan Jensen.”

Denise squeezed her hand. “That’s only five.
We all outnumber them.”

Tommy returned. “Cats and our cat sitters are
fine.” He took Meggie’s other hand. “Mark was by, last night, after
we were already in the air. But the Garners can’t stand him, so
they didn’t let him in. Mister Garner said they didn’t tell him
where we were going, but did tell him to leave us the hell alone.”
Tommy smiled. “Then he said they threatened to call the police and
Mark left.”

“Oh, my God. If he’d hurt them….” Meggie’s
throat went tight again.

Tommy leaned in and kissed her cheek.
“They’re fine,” he whispered. “I told them what’s going on. They
were our witnesses when we got married, after all, so they, more
than most others, are clear on why Mark’s bad news.”

Meggie wondered why the Garners were willing
to lie like this. It occurred to her that, perhaps, Tommy was
telling the truth about them not caring for Mark. If she thought
about it, they were both always in a hurry to move her and Mark
along, but never in a hurry if it was her and Tommy.

Tommy looked at O’Rourke. “I hate to ask to
be excused early, but I know Meggie’s putting up a brave front,
because this situation is terrifying for any woman. I’d like to get
back to our room, wake up my in-laws, and comfort my wife.”

“Absolutely,” O’Rourke said. “Would you feel
better if the Howards escorted you?”

Denise squeezed her hand. “Yes,” Meggie said.
It was true and she knew that the Howards would be grateful for the
escape. “If you two don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” Jack said as he arose. “You’d
do the same if it was us.” He pulled Denise’s chair out and she let
go of Meggie’s hand.

“Yes,” Tommy said, as he helped Meggie up.
The four of them said their goodbyes and headed for the bedroom
wing. Meggie tried not to note that their competitors were paying
attention to this, but figured her suddenly tangled love life was
going to be front page Family Mart news by morning.

“Let’s program in each other’s cell phone
numbers,” Jack suggested once they left the dining room. “Just in
case.”

Tommy still had her phone, which was good,
since she was shaking too much to program in anything. He kept one
arm around her while he and the Howards exchanged and loaded their
numbers. This occupied them until they reached their room. Tommy
and Jack both made sure there was no one lurking in their bedroom,
bathroom, or the connecting room.

They walked the Howards to the door and Jack
looked around. “Seems secure, but you’re at the end of the hall and
we’re in the freak show haunted house. Seriously, if you’re worried
about anything, call us. I’d rather run over for a few false alarms
than discover someone we don’t want around is here.”

Tommy nodded. “We will. And…thank you. It
means a lot to have backup.”

The men shook hands while Denise hugged
Meggie. “It’ll be okay. Jack played football in school. He’s still
got some moves.”

“Got all my moves, hon,” he said with a
laugh. “Just hoping none of us need them.”

They said goodnight and Tommy locked the door
behind them. He pulled Meggie into his arms. “I’ll never let him
hurt you, baby.”

Meggie tried to say something, but all she
could think of was that Mark probably wanted to hurt Tommy much
more than he wanted to hurt her. And if something bad happened to
Tommy, it would be all her fault.

Meggie buried her face in Tommy’s chest and
tried not to cry.
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Meggie was close to
moving into hysterics again, Tom could tell. He moved her to the
bed, sat her down, and handed Quirrel to her. She grabbed the toy
and though she was still shaking, seemed to start calming a
bit.

Tom considered this while he held her. He
hadn’t seen Meggie this upset since his parents had died. She
wasn’t as bad now as then, but he didn’t think there was too far
for her to go to get as bad.

“I’m going to call Craig,” he said
quietly.

She nodded and buried her face back into his
chest, one hand clutching his back, the other clutching
Quirrel.

“You want to get undressed before the call or
after?”

“After.” Meggie’s voice sounded faint and
strained.

“Meggie baby, we’ll take care of it. I’m not
going to let Mark hurt you or take you from me. I love you too much
to lose you.”

Meggie’s tears increased. Tom rocked her and
focused on thinking. He didn’t come up with anything that made
sense. Then again, there might be no sense to be made. He tightened
his arms around her like he had on the plane and she seemed to get
a little more under control.

“Call Craig. I’m sure everyone’s still up.
Same time zone.” Meggie sounded like she was trying to hold it
together, so Tom figured it was a good idea to do what she
suggested.

Craig answered on the second ring. “Tom,
what’s up?”

He filled Craig in on the latest. “What do we
do? We didn’t get time to find any law enforcement out here, and
though Family Mart’s lawyer is looking into it, tomorrow’s Sunday,
so who knows what she’ll find or be able to do?”

Craig was quiet for a few moments. “We’ll be
there tomorrow.”

“Excuse me?”

“Call Mike. He’ll explain it. We’re taking
all the kids to Lisa’s sister. She lives in De Kalb, but she’s the
only one who has a house big enough to handle all six of our kids,
plus our pets. So, we’ll be on a plane first thing in the morning.
Hopefully we’ll be there soon enough.” His voice was tight.

“What’s going on?” Tom asked quietly.
“Whatever it is, it’s what you wouldn’t tell me when we called
before, isn’t it?”

“I’m on the road, Tommy-Boy. Call Mike, he’s
back home already. Be alert and on your guard and don’t let Meggie
out of your sight.”

“Got it. Drive carefully.” Tom hung up and
contemplated what to say to Meggie. He decided he’d do what Craig
said first and called the youngest of her three brothers. Mike
answered quickly. “Hey, Craig told me to call you.”

“Tom, you and Meggie safe?” Mike sounded
worried.

“So far.” Tom caught him up on the latest.
“Craig said you’d tell me what’s going on.”

“I will but…is Meggie anywhere that she can
hear our conversation?”

“In a sense.”

“Get her into bed and call me back.”

“That might take more than five minutes.”

Mike chuckled. “Do whatever you have to in
order to get her relaxed and sleeping. Call me whenever, I’m not
going to be getting a lot of sleep tonight.”

“As great as that sounds, I don’t think it’s
the right plan. Hang on a second.” Tom kissed Meggie’s head.
“Meggie baby, lie down for a minute, okay?”

She nodded and kicked off her shoes. He
helped her recline and covered her with the comforter. Then he took
her shoes to the armoire. “Go ahead.”

Mike sighed. “Fine. We know what Tanner’s
after.”

“I’d love to know, too. If I get to be in on
the family secret.”

“You do. Now. It wasn’t something we thought
was good to tell you before. But first, how’s Sis taking this?”

“As badly as you could expect. Did Craig
explain…everything?”

“Yeah. You two are pretending to be married.
I wish to hell you’d stopped in Nevada on the way out and made it
legal is all I can say.”

“Me, too. We’re going to do that as soon as
possible. This weekend could be awkward, however.”

“Tom, I don’t care how much money you think
you’re going to get from the deal you two are out there for. I’m
betting it’s not as much money as Tanner will get if he can marry
my sister before you do.”

Tom tried to process this, but it didn’t make
sense. He went into the empty room next door. “Your parents aren’t
dying are they?” he asked in a low voice.

“No. Your parents are the issue, in
that sense.”

“Mike, I’m really confused, frightened for
Meggie, a little nervous for me, and surrounded by hostile forces.
Be kind, explain what you mean without euphemisms.”

Mike sighed again. “Your parents took out
special travel insurance before they took their…trip.”

“Yes, I know. Your dad invested it for me.
It’s why I could open my own business without a loan.”

“Yes. And he set it up so that you couldn’t
touch the principle until you were thirty, just in case. For two
reasons – in case you turned irresponsible, you wouldn’t blow it
all young, and because if something happened prior to your turning
thirty, one or all of us would be able to take care of you until
then.”

“That’s great, and I’m honestly touched that
your father put that kind of care into it, but since I’m not
thirty, what’s the point? And what does it have to do with
Meggie?”

“Your mother took out a policy in Meggie’s
name, too.”

Tom let that internalize. “Okay, that makes
sense. Meggie was teasing them about getting insurance for weeks
before they went. My mom thought it was funny. Probably did it to
give to Meggie when they…got back. Meggie thought it would ensure
they were…safe.”

“Right. It ensured you were safe, and
now it’s ensuring that Meggie isn’t. Dad handled Meggie’s policy
similarly to how he did yours, but….”

“But?”

Mike sighed again. “Tom, you were both
minors, Dad and Mom were listed as your legal guardians on all the
insurance policies, we thought Meggie was going to end up in an
institution. You were the one who brought her back, but Dad had to
deal with the insurance money before then. So, he set hers up
differently from yours.”

Tom’s wheels spun. “If she’s married, control
of that money goes to her husband, right?”

“You are the smartest guy in any room. Yeah.
And hers comes due not when she’s thirty, but when she’s
twenty-seven.”

“Why?”

“Girls mature earlier than boys. But more
than that, Mom and Dad weren’t sure how long they’d be around. I
mean, come on, she’s seven years younger than me, and eleven
younger than Craig and they’d waited to start their family. Mom’s
never even pretended that Meggie was anything other than a
change-of-life baby. One we all love and adore, but still, the
surprise baby of the family by far. They’re healthy as horses, but
eleven years ago they didn’t want to gamble her future on their
maintaining their health.”

“So, what’s the bottom line?”

“If Meggie isn’t married when she turns
twenty-seven, control of that money is given to Mom and Dad. If
they’re dead, then it’s not given to Meggie, it’s split between her
three brothers. Dad knew we’d never screw our baby sister and there
are legal caveats in place in case one or all of us become greedy
bastards. If she’s married, however, control of the money goes to
her husband.”

“How could that be set up legally? How could
this all be set up so she had no control of this herself?”

“It was set up legally because Dad’s smart
and I’m an insurance agent. I realize I was new at it when this all
went down, but the guys I worked for weren’t.”

“So you condoned this?” Tom tried not to
sound angry, but wasn’t sure if he succeeded.

“We all did, because each brother had to
agree to cover things if something happened to our parents or each
other. Tom, think. She was in and out of psychiatric clinics. Dad
wasn’t sure she was ever going to stabilize. If she didn’t, then
the family would be able to protect her interests and take care of
her. If she did, then she’d be able to do what she wanted because
if she was fine, none of us would limit her access.”

“No one thought she’d stabilize and stay that
way?” Tom knew the anger was showing, no matter how he tried to
hide it.

“Tom, what’s she doing right now?”

“She’s in bed.” Clutching the stuffed animal
he’d made her and in a fetal position.

“She’s terrified and she’s getting closer and
closer to losing it, isn’t she?”

“Yes.” No reason to hide this from her
family, much as he might want to.

“This is why the control was assigned to
someone else. Someone who wouldn’t make a judgment under mental
distress.”

“So Mark wants to marry her, destroy her
mind, and take all her money. And you’ve all set it up so he can.
And you’ve kept that from me – even when Craig knew we were in
trouble, he still didn’t tell me.” Tom knew he was snarling, but he
couldn’t help it. Meggie was in danger and her family had
unwittingly put her there.

“If you’d said, ‘Meggie, I love you, will you
marry me’ at any time before this weekend, as we all sort of
figured and hoped you would, then this wouldn’t be an issue, would
it?” Mike sounded as angry as Tom was. “No one’s to blame here,
Tom. Other than Tanner, who we all know doesn’t have my sister’s
best interests at heart.”

“How much money are we talking? Maybe I can
just give it to him from my investments and he’ll leave her
alone.”

Mike sighed. “It doesn’t surprise me that
you’re offering this. It’s one of the myriad reasons we all love
you and have been hoping you and Meggie would get married – your
willingness to do whatever it takes to take care of her. However,
you wouldn’t be caring about this deal you two are involved in if
you had this kind of cash lying around, Tommy-Boy.”

“So, how much are we talking?”

Mike paused, for effect, Tom was somewhat
sure. “By now, with the way it was invested? Five million dollars.
Minimum.”
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Tommy finally came
back into the room. Meggie wasn’t sure how long he’d been gone. It
felt like forever. She’d tried to use the time to get her fears and
worries under control, but hadn’t succeeded all that well.

He looked quietly upset. “What’s wrong?” she
asked, voice only squeaking a bit.

“Nothing.” He kissed her head. “Let’s get
undressed.” Tommy helped her out of her clothes and tucked her back
under the covers. He hung her dress up, undressed himself and put
his clothes away, then slid into bed next to her. He put his arm
around her and held her close to him and Meggie felt herself start
to relax.

Tommy took Quirrel and she tensed. “Why are
you taking him away?”

“I’m not.” He put Quirrel above her head. “I
just want to hold you and I thought maybe we could put him on the
pillow. To watch over us.” Tommy handed him back. “But it’s okay if
you still want to hold onto him, Meggie baby.”

She took a deep breath. “No. That’s fine.”
She put Quirrel where Tommy had, at the head of the bed, on the
pillow her head was on. “What’s going on with my family?”

Tommy kissed her head again. “They’re worried
about you.”

“They’re afraid I’m going crazy again, aren’t
they?” She swallowed. “You are, too.”

“You were never crazy. You were depressed and
grieving, but you were never crazy. If anyone said you were, they
were lying. I was there.” He leaned his head against hers. “I’m
wondering how much of your history Mark knows.”

“I didn’t tell him about…how I was. I wasn’t
ready to.” She wasn’t sure that Tommy was right. She’d heard the
doctors say she was insane from grief, and that had certainly been
true.

“Why not?”

“I didn’t trust him, I guess. What’s going on
with the Garners? Why are they willing to lie for us?”

He sighed. “They both pretty much told me
they knew I was in love with you and you were in love with me when
I dropped the cats off. Mister Garner suggested I propose during
this trip, even. Neither one of them can stand Mark. So, I caught
Mister Garner up fast on what was going on and why. They’re so
relieved you’ve given Mark the heave-ho, they’re happy to help us.
Mister Garner suggested they were the witnesses, not me.”

“Nice to know they care.” It was. With her
family all in Illinois now, it was pretty much her, Tommy, the
folks at Plush Life, and the Garners that made up what she thought
of as their local extended family. “What’s happening? And why?”

Tommy hugged her more closely to him.
“Meggie? I know you never told anyone why you were
so…distraught…when we lost my parents. Can you tell me?”

She tried not to, but her whole body tensed.
“No.” She pulled away from him and moved to the edge of the bed.
“No, I can’t.” If he knew, he might not love her any more. And
Meggie couldn’t face that, not now, not ever. She grabbed Quirrel
and put her face against him.

“You know you can tell me anything.”

She shook her head. Her whole body was
shaking. “Not that. I can’t tell anybody about that.” Especially
not Tommy and especially not now.

“What are you afraid of? If you tell, I
mean.” He wasn’t asking in a demanding way. He sounded gently
curious, but not judgmental.

“That someone will be able to tell me it’s
true,” she whispered.

“What if they can tell you it’s not
true?”

“I…I don’t know. I don’t know if that’s
possible.”

Tommy stroked her. “Please come back,” he
said softly. “You don’t have to tell anyone anything if you don’t
want to. Just…please let me hold you.” He sounded soothing and
gentle and Meggie didn’t want to be away from him anyway.

She nodded and rolled back. Tommy wrapped her
in his arms and held her tightly. “It’s going to be okay, Meggie
baby.”

“How? Why won’t Mark leave us alone? Why is
he so hell bent on ‘saving’ me?”

Tommy was quiet. “I’m not sure,” he said
finally. His voice was a little too casual.

“You’re lying. I can tell.”

“You’re right. I am.” He hugged her. “You
know how you don’t feel like you can tell me why?” She nodded.
“It’s the same thing for me with this. I’m not holding it back to
be mean or manipulative, I just don’t think I can handle putting it
into words. Okay?”

“Okay, I guess.” She couldn’t argue that
much. “I thought I was better. It’s been over a decade with no real
issues. But now, one thing and I’m falling to pieces.”

“It’s not one thing. It’s a variety of them,
all hitting at once. We have a huge business deal going on, the
intricacies of which are causing both of us tremendous stress, and
that was before we discovered we had to lie about who and what we
are. We just admitted how we feel about each other after years of
pretending otherwise. And you had to break up with someone who,
only a day before, you planned to marry. I think you’re holding
together pretty well, under the circumstances.”

“I don’t. How will I handle things later?
Problems, emergencies, children?” She closed her eyes and tried not
to cry. “Maybe…maybe I should be in an institution.”

“No.” Tommy wasn’t yelling but his voice was
strong and his arms tightened on her. “I’ll never let anyone lock
you away. Never.”

“But all I want to do is hide under the
covers.”

Tommy chuckled. “I know what you mean.
Neither one of us is comfortable with lying, and right now it feels
like that’s all we’re doing. We’re in an unfamiliar place, with
people we don’t really know, and Mark’s acting like he’s going to
start boiling bunnies.”

Meggie managed a giggle. “Yeah. I’m waiting
for him to tell me that he won’t be ignored or something.”

“See?” He nuzzled her head. “I’d rather stay
under the covers and pretend most of this wasn’t happening, too.”
His voice dropped. “But I’ll do whatever I have to in order to keep
us together, like this.” His voice wasn’t threatening, it was
sexy.

Meggie’s hips started doing their thing. “Uh
huh.” She put Quirrel back onto the pillow.

Tommy shifted so they were both on their
sides. He kissed her. “You know, the nice thing about being under
the covers together, is that we have so many things we can do. Just
the two of us. For hours.”

Meggie ran her hands over his body. “Mmmm, uh
huh.”

Tommy grinned. “See? You’re focused back on
the right things already.”
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They were curled
around each other, Meggie’s back against his chest, Tom’s arms
wrapped around her. She was asleep. He would be, too, if worry
wasn’t giving him insomnia.

Five million dollars – at least, as Mike had
stressed – was enough for many people to do terrible things, not
just Mark. It was safe to assume Mark’s buddies would be in on this
with him – even a small split would be worthwhile. So they’d be
facing two to five guys, easily, maybe more. Maybe Mark was
dragging the pastor along, too. Tom’s stomach clenched.

Mike had been right – he didn’t have this
kind of cash available. If he did, if it was liquid, paying Mark
off to get out of their lives would be a good use of funds. Not
that he wanted to give the guy anything but a black eye and a scary
dental bill. But the faster they got rid of Mark, the safer Meggie
would be.

The smart thing to do would be to race off
somewhere and get married tomorrow. Only Tom had no idea where that
would be, other than somewhere in Nevada. He wasn’t against leaving
and flying there, questions from everyone here be damned.

However, the other thing Mike had stressed
was that there was safety in numbers. Craig had stressed that, too,
of course. And Tom was sure that, if he called Danny or Mr. Meyers,
they’d say the same thing.

So, maybe the best course of action was to
stay the course. Finish up with the Family Mart weirdness. Be sure
to be going back to the airport in a caravan. The Howards at least
would agree to that, probably the Moragas, too. The Logans were
locals, but they might also agree to do escort duty, under the
circumstances.

Then, get home, fly to Vegas, and take care
of it. Or alter their tickets and fly to Vegas before going home.
Sure, he’d imagined giving Meggie the fabulous, romantic, beautiful
wedding most girls dreamed of. But keeping her safe was more
important. Besides, they could always do that later. Lots of
couples did. Get married somewhere and then get married again, to
make the families happy.

Of course, Meggie’s entire immediate family
were on their way, so soon maybe all they’d have to worry about was
losing the Yamamoto account in perhaps the most spectacular way
ever. So far, none of them had mentioned that Tom and Meggie were
lying their asses off, but he had a feeling they might be saving
that for when they were physically here and neither he nor Meggie
could hang up a phone to avoid being bawled out.

The other side of that ‘of course’, however,
was that Meggie would blame herself for them losing the account.
Her reactions to all of this indicated that outcome clearly. Which,
as he considered it, wasn’t natural for her, at least not for the
better part of a decade.

Tom nuzzled her head and hair, and enjoyed
how she murmured contentedly in her sleep and snuggled back more
closely against him, while he considered this. Meggie didn’t think
Mark was abusing her, but maybe that’s because Mark was playing on
fears and insecurities she had and Meggie would, therefore, see as
him not attacking so much as confirming. After all, that’s what she
was afraid of – someone confirming whatever her fears were to be
true.

So, what would those fears be? Clearly they
were related to his parents and their deaths. Meggie was terrified
of flying – now. Tom couldn’t remember her being that afraid prior
to her relationship with Mark. But per what she’d told him, Mark
wasn’t confirming those fears so much as insinuating they were
stupid and to be ignored. So that probably wasn’t it, so much as an
offshoot of whatever the real issue was.

Tom tried to think about the interaction
between them he’d seen over these past many months. Mark had been a
lot more pleasant to be around before he and Meggie had gotten
engaged, though he’d never liked Tom and never done all that much
to try to hide it. However, he hadn’t been rude or vicious to Tom
before the ring was on Meggie’s finger, and certainly not in front
of her.

But Mark now wanted Tom completely out of the
picture for a variety of reasons, all of them undoubtedly related
to the fact that if Tom was in the picture, Meggie had
protection of one kind or another.

Mark was a doctor, his best friend was a
lawyer, and his other buddies were all professionals, too. So, they
weren’t stupid men. Assholes of the highest order, yes. Stupid, no.
Ergo, they’d figured out about Meggie’s having money and how to get
it and also, most likely, how to manipulate her into a mental
breakdown.

Tom was sure of this, because Meggie was so
close to that breakdown right now. They’d been through worse over
the past few years. College had carried a lot of stress with it,
they’d had business issues – starting up Plush Life was a whole
book on business stress in and of itself. But through all of that,
Meggie had never seemed close to losing it.

Yamamoto and the lying to Family Mart, all
the related weirdness, them finally getting together – those were
all stressful, yes. But what was causing Meggie to freak was Mark.
So it was all tied up in something Mark was doing.

Tom stopped himself before he went too much
farther with this line of thought because something else occurred
to him. Was it all Mark?

She’d been calm after her trip to the
bathroom at the New Orleans airport, and that was when she’d told
Mark it was over. She’d been hysterical when she’d thought he was
lying about being in love with her. Tom let his mind run with this.
Meggie was unhappy with Mark and had been, obviously, for a while.
She’d agreed and planned to marry Mark because she’d given up hope
that Tom loved her.

So, think about it from that perspective.
Meggie’s emotions must have matched his own – the longing, the
spikes of joy when they kissed, bought and put on the rings, made
love for the first time. The depths of despair whenever something
indicated it was all pretend on the others’ part. Culminating in
Meggie’s telling him she was so unhappy she wanted to die – until
he’d told her the truth, that he was madly in love with her.

Tom felt uncomfortable. If his reasoning was
right, and all signs indicated it was, then he was the one who had
Meggie ready to crack. A part of him wondered if he should send her
home with her family and tell her to never see him again. His arms
tightened around her unconsciously and his throat got tight. He
couldn’t do it. He couldn’t give up the girl he’d loved half of his
life. Not unless he was positive he was the problem.

Something fluttered in his mind. Meggie had
loved him close to as long as he’d loved her. So, maybe she felt
the same way. She certainly hadn’t been having hysterics because of
being unfaithful to Mark. She’d had them because she thought Tom
didn’t really love her. So she didn’t want to lose him any more
than he wanted to lose her.

It was there, he knew it. He had all the
clues for what was going on in her mind, what she was hiding, what
she was truly afraid of. He shifted a little and Quirrel flopped
onto his head. Tom let go of Meggie with one arm and moved the toy
back.

Quirrel was the key. Meggie was dependent
upon him, to the point of panic. But why? Quirrel had significance
to both of them, but Tom didn’t know what the significance was to
Meggie.

“If you’d only tell me, baby,” he murmured
against the top of her head. “I’d be able to fix it, help you,
protect you. Nothing you can say or do would make me stop loving
you, Meggie, and whatever it is you think you’ve done, it won’t
make me stop loving you, either.”

Meggie sighed in her sleep, shifted, and
buried her face in his chest. “Love you, Tommy,” she murmured
against his skin.

Tom leaned his head against hers again. “I
love you, too, Meggie baby.” He waited, hoping that maybe she’d
tell him what he knew he needed to know to protect her.

But her breathing was rhythmic. She was fast
asleep. He kissed her head and closed his eyes against the darkness
he felt closing in on them.
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Meggie’s eyes opened.
It was light in the room, but nothing like it had been the morning
before. Which meant, hopefully, that locking the doors had kept
Clementine at bay. Then again, she wasn’t sure if Tommy had locked
the doors before he’d come to bed.

She listened. There weren’t any extra sounds
in their room. There wasn’t the sound of anyone breathing other
than herself.

Meggie sat bolt upright. She was alone in the
bed. She grabbed Quirrel automatically as she looked around. The
clock said it was seven in the morning. She got out of bed, trying
not to shake, trying harder not to wonder why Tommy had left
her.

She went into the bathroom. The door to the
other room was shut, but she heard someone speaking in a low voice.
She knocked softly. “Tommy?”

The voice stopped, and the door opened. Tommy
looked strained, but he smiled at her. “What are you doing up?”

“I woke up and you weren’t there….” She felt
strange – scared, a little stupid, kind of hurt, worried. “What’s
wrong?”

Tommy put his finger up. “Yes,” he said to
whoever he was on the phone with. “Yes, have a safe trip. Thanks,
bye.” He hung up and came into the bathroom. He shut and locked the
door behind him. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

“What’s going on? Why were you hiding in the
other room?”

Tommy kissed her head. “Had to take a phone
call. I wasn’t hiding. I was hoping I’d be quiet enough that you’d
stay asleep.” He examined her and his expression was worried. “Did
I frighten you?”

“A little.”

Tommy hugged her. “I’m sorry, Meggie baby. I
didn’t mean to.”

She leaned her head against his chest and
heaved a sigh. “It’s okay. I’m just jumpy. Can’t imagine why.”

He chuckled. “True.”

“How did I miss the phone ringing?”

“No idea. But you did. You stayed asleep
while it rang, I got out of bed, and answered. So I figured you
were sleeping so deeply I should try to let you continue.”

“Okay. Who were you talking to?” Tommy was
quiet. “Was it Mark?”

“No.”

“Then who?”

He sighed. “Your father.”

“Is he mad at us?”

“I don’t think he’s thrilled that we’re lying
to everyone out here, but that wasn’t what we were talking
about.”

“So, what were you talking about?”

“He’s not happy that I’ve…waited so long to
tell you that I love you.”

Meggie looked up at him. “Then why didn’t he
say something to you?”

“You know, I asked myself that all last
night. Why didn’t anyone who’s now telling me they were clear that
we were in love with each other bother to share that before this
weekend? How about before you’d met Mark, or at least before you’d
gotten engaged to him? I have no answer that I like.”

“What answers have you gotten?”

“Well, ‘you needed to be a man about it’ and
‘wasn’t anyone’s business but your own’ seems to cover it.” Tommy
closed his eyes. “Doesn’t help that they’re right.”

“Maybe. But doing a lot of ‘I told you so’
while we’re in a…stressful situation isn’t really helping
anyone.”

He kissed her forehead. “True.”

“I know we’re not in the first breakfast
group. You want to go back to bed?”

“If you do.” Tommy seemed distracted. She
looked up at him. He looked distracted. And tired.

“Did you sleep last night?”

“Not too much and not too well.” He gave her
a weak smile. “I’m trying to figure out how to fix everything and
keep you safe.”

“How dangerous do you think Mark is?” She
felt frightened, but not out of control. Tommy didn’t look like he
wanted to answer. “Really, I think I need to know.”

He sighed. “Potentially? Very dangerous.
You’re not to leave my sight.” He managed a better smile. “Frankly,
I think we’d be best off staying in bed all day.”

“Like that idea.”

Before they could put it into action,
however, there was a knock at their door. Since they were both
naked, they had to fling their nightclothes on while Tommy shouted
for whoever it was to wait.

Meggie’s nightgown was still too sexy to
greet whoever would be outside, and she hadn’t brought a robe. So
Tommy had her hop back into bed while he got the door.

Clementine was there. “No need to dress on my
account,” she said dryly.

“Oh, nice. Please come in.” Tommy stepped
back. “Why are you here?”

“Miss Wilmington said she had some news for
you. We do an early Sunday brunch here, but that’s right after
services. However, we have coffee and beignets for the early
risers. She’s waiting for you down in the meeting parlor.”

“Thanks, we’ll be there shortly.” Tommy
ushered Clementine back out. “I guess we’re showering.”

Meggie sighed. “And you’re such a spoilsport
about it, too.”

He picked her up. “Okay, well, maybe we can
let the lawyer wait a little longer.”

This round of lovemaking wasn’t nearly as
long as Meggie would have liked, but tired and worried or not,
Tommy’s performance was as good as before. True to form, he didn’t
let them do anything but get clean in the shower, but Meggie felt
satisfied enough that she only whined about it a little.

They got dressed – as Clementine had
mentioned, non-denominational worship was on the agenda. Meggie
checked the schedule. “More clothes changing. We’ll want to come
back after brunch and rummage through the armoire. Doesn’t look
like a siesta today.”

“What do we have?”

“Oh, ‘fun’. Separate activities for the boys
and the girls. You’re golfing, I’m going to a high tea. I guess I
won’t have to change out of Sunday clothes, but you’ll want to, I’m
sure.”

“I don’t play golf.”

“I know. And I’d prefer tea much later in the
day, and with you. Maybe they’ll let us skip out.”

Tommy sighed. “What are the odds?”

“Bad.”

“Right.” He kissed her. “Let’s get dressed
and get going before I let desire win out over business sense.”

Tommy helped her get her sunscreen on, then
Meggie put on what she thought of as an Easter dress – light,
flowered fabric that looked both Springy and good on her without
being revealing in any way – and low-heeled pumps. Thankfully she’d
tossed in everything nice in her closet, because they were
obviously going to use every article of clothing they had and then
some. Tommy wore a light gray suit, which looked great on him.

“We look like we’re going to Easter
services,” Tommy said with a grin.

Meggie leaned up and kissed him. “I’ll look
for an Easter bonnet.”

He put his arm around her and they headed
downstairs. The only concession to stress Meggie made was to put
Quirrel into her purse before they left the room.

They found Wanda in a large, sunny room near
the breakfast patio, sitting at a table for four by herself. There
were some others here, but not too many. The only ones they
recognized were Randall and Jennie, who waved to them. Everyone was
dressed for church, other than Wanda, who was in another severe
suit. They waved back to the Moragas, got café au lait and
beignets, and joined her.

“I’ve filed paperwork stating that you want
to be protected from the five men you named last night,” Wanda said
without any preamble. “It’s in the system electronically, but it
won’t process until tomorrow. That will help you in a criminal case
should they try more between now and then, but you can’t do
anything much more to keep them away from you legally at this time.
I do recommend you lodge a ‘no trespassing’ against them at your
place of business as well. That’s more actionable, for a variety of
reasons.”

“So, do we need to go to the nearest police
station and register or something?” Tommy asked. “My wife’s in
danger from this man and his cronies, and I don’t want anything to
happen to her.”

“Understandable.” Wanda looked slightly
uncomfortable. “You may have another issue.”

“Oh?” Tommy asked calmly, while Meggie forced
herself into the same attitude she had whenever it seemed like they
were about to lose a client – calm confidence.

“I can’t find record of your marriage.” Wanda
said this quietly. “It could be that it’s so recent. It also could
be that it was processed incorrectly.”

Tommy and Meggie exchanged what she felt were
appropriately shocked looks. “Well, I’m sure it’s some kind of a
mistake,” Tommy said. “I mean, we are married. Aren’t
we?”

Wanda shook her head. “Technically, if they
can’t find the license, you’re not. I’m sure it’s a glitch, due to
your doing it so impromptu. However, it creates a dangerous
situation for you under the circumstances.”

“How do you mean?” Meggie asked. She was
proud, her voice didn’t crack or anything.

Wanda sighed. “You have a stalker who
believes you’re not married. For all we know, he’s tried to find
the license like I have and has concluded that he’s right. He won’t
assume glitch or misfiling – what he finds will feed his delusion,
so he won’t question it. He’s here, to, we assume, try to marry you
himself. And, should he take you somewhere and they run the same
searches I did, you will not show as being Missus Thomas Reid.”

“What do we do?” Tommy asked. “Should I get
Meggie home?”

Wanda shook her head. “You’re probably both
safer here. On Monday we can run another check. In a normal
situation, if the license were truly misfiled or simply lost, while
it might make the anniversary celebrations a little odd, you’d just
go down and get married again, this time taking a lawyer with you,
to be certain filing is properly done. But in this one….” She
shrugged. “I have no experience and can’t offer any further
counsel.”

“I can.” Meggie turned to see Randall and
Jennie standing behind her. “Sorry,” he said. “We were coming over
to see if you wanted to hike the grounds with us and couldn’t help
overhearing. There’s an easy way to fix the problem.”

“What’s that?” Tommy asked.

“Get married again, here,” Jennie said like
it was obvious. It was, as Meggie thought about it. She just hadn’t
figured anyone at Family Mart would be helping them in this way,
other than possibly the Howards.

Tommy looked at Wanda. “Is that doable? I
mean, legally, and all that?”

Wanda nodded slowly. “It should be. Gerald
Logan is a minister, I’m sure he could officiate.” She grimaced.
“But I’m not sure we could get the paperwork done before
tomorrow.”

“No one’s leaving until the end of the week,”
Randall said. “One day shouldn’t hurt.”

“If Mark stays away, no, it shouldn’t,”
Meggie said in a low voice.

Jennie put her hand on Meggie’s shoulder. “We
heard. Don’t worry, everyone’s going to be watching out for you
two.”

Tommy’s eyes narrowed. “How did you
hear?”

Wanda sighed. “Ophelia was quite upset about
the situation.”

“So everyone knows?” Meggie asked, wondering
just how bad this all was going to get before it had a hope of
getting better.

“Probably.” Jennie squeezed her shoulder.
“It’s okay. Killian won’t let anything happen to his people.”

“We’re not his people yet,” Meggie said
quietly.

Wanda shrugged. “No, but you’re here as his
guests, and he doesn’t like crazy people threatening his guests.
One of his many good points.” She stood up. “Try to relax. If
you’re willing to do what Mister and Missus Moraga are suggesting,
I’ll file that paperwork immediately and check into how quickly we
can make it happen. Today will be out, maybe even Monday, but we’ll
have you taken care of before you head back to California.”

Tommy took her hand. “You okay with that,
Meggie baby?” he asked softly. His expression was calm, but she was
looking into his eyes – they looked hopeful, almost pleading. He
also looked a little scared, like he wasn’t sure if she’d say yes
or no.

“Yes, I am,” she said with a smile she hoped
showed him she was more than okay with it.

Tommy smiled widely and his eyes shone.
“Great.” He squeezed her hand gently. “Then, if you don’t mind,
let’s please roll that plan as fast as possible.”


[image: ] Chapter 32[image: ]

 


 


Other than Mark and
his friends trying to steal Meggie away and destroy her, the
situation was turning out better than Tom could have hoped. He
wasn’t sure it would continue on this well, but at least they had
Family Mart’s legal representative convinced they were married
enough that she was assuming misfiling. Combined with the idea of
getting married here, as fast as possible, but not before all of
Meggie’s family arrived, things were turning out awfully well.

Tom tried to feel happy about this, but all
he could manage was lowering his dread and worry down from ‘off the
charts’ to merely ‘low for now’.

He and Meggie had passed on walking the
grounds with the Moragas. Not that it didn’t sound pleasant – it
did. But putting Meggie on the edges of the O’Rourke plantation
seemed like asking for something bad to happen.

They were back in their room, though not in
bed. There were two large, comfy chairs in there – he was in one
and Meggie was curled up on his lap. It was nice – he was able to
hold her and stroke her, she seemed relaxed, no one could get them
in here.

“You sure you’re okay with us getting married
here?” he asked her.

“Yes. I’m more than okay with it, Tommy.” She
looked at him – she looked a little worried. “If you are, I
mean.”

He smiled. “I’m more than okay with it, too.
You sure you don’t feel too…rushed, though?”

Meggie shook her head. “I feel like I’ve
waited for this for years.”

“Me too,” he said, just before he kissed her
for a good, long time.

She heaved a contented sigh as they pulled
slowly apart. “I’m so glad everything sort of seems to be somewhat
working out.”

Tom chuckled. “Yeah, I’m not willing to be
ultra-positive yet, either.”

Meggie stroked his face. “I’m ultra-positive
about being your wife.”

He had to kiss her again for that, which
didn’t seem to disappoint her. Tom wondered if he should just go
with his original plan and head them back to bed, but reality said
that Family Mart would want them to make an appearance. He ended
their last kiss slowly, then took a deep breath. “I have some good
news, too –”

There was a knock at their door. Meggie
sighed, this time with exasperation, and stood up. “You want me to
get that?”

“No.” He didn’t, just in case, somehow, Mark
had made it inside and was there, waiting to grab her the moment
she opened the door. Tom moved her behind him, steeled himself, and
opened the door to the threatening sight of Jack and Denise.

“Little jumpy?” Jack asked as they came
inside.

“You have no idea,” Tom said with a
half-laugh.

“Yeah, on top of everything else, Wanda told
us we’re not really married, apparently,” Meggie said to
Denise.

“And Family Mart hasn’t run you out on a
rail?” Jack asked dryly. “Wow, there’s hope for us all.”

Tom explained what Wanda had told them, and
the Moragas suggested fix. He felt he and Meggie both carried this
off rather well. At least the Howards seemed no more suspicious
than anyone else about the supposed glitch in their matrimonial
paperwork.

“It’s probably just a filing error,” Denise
said comfortingly. “But if you don’t mind renewing the vows in
front of God and Family Mart, it sounds like the right plan to
me.”

“Us, too,” Meggie agreed. “Just seems
so…weird.”

“Which is so different from the rest
of the experience,” Jack added.

“Good point,” Tom said. “Is it time for
brunch already?”

“Well, for you two, I guess we’d call it
second breakfast, but no. It’s time for church. Excuse me,
non-denominational worship.”

“Oh, stop,” Denise said with a smile, while
she gave Jack a little shove. “We go to church all the time.”

“True,” he sighed. “Just wasn’t feeling much
like it today.”

“And that’s so different from the rest of
what we’re going through?” Meggie asked.

They all laughed and Jack indicated the door.
“Shall we?”

They headed downstairs, Meggie’s arm around
his waist and his around her shoulders. She seemed calmer now, much
more so than last night or even this morning. Maybe all she needed
was to know for a fact that they were going to be truly married.
Tom hugged her and relaxed a bit himself.

The services were pleasant, more
all-denominational than non-denominational. Gerald ran the main
service, but there was a rabbi in attendance who performed Jewish
services, as well as several others Tom didn’t bother to pay
attention to. The service wasn’t overlong, which was the real
blessing as far as he was concerned. Not that he didn’t ask for
extra protection. He did, but he’d been raised in the ‘God helps
those who help themselves’ mindset, so he figured he was on his own
in terms of making this all somehow work out right.

Brunch was in the main dining room and
immediately after church, only this time the long tables were set
up. They were seated by the Moragas and Logans again, which
appeared to be considered a good seat, as those who were turned
away from the Logans seemed disappointed.

Once everyone had their food, Gerald beamed
at them. “I hear we have a wedding re-do coming up.”

“Under the circumstances, it looks that way,”
Tom agreed. “I realize you were only prepared for these Sunday
services, but would you mind officiating?”

“I’d be honored.” Gerald smiled at Meggie.
“Not to worry, my dear. We’ll just do a second wedding. That’ll
show your ex whose wife you really are.”

Meggie nodded. “I hope so.” She looked up at
Tom. “I’m not confused about it.”

He grinned. “Good to know.” He wanted to tell
her that her family was coming out and would be here to see them
get married, but it wasn’t something he wanted to share with
everybody else at the same time.

The meal went by without any bumps or texts
from Mark, but as they were leaving the dining room, Nichols,
Finder and Knight all approached them. Their wives were nowhere
around.

“We heard you were having some problems,”
Finder said. “Wanted to let you know we hope you all work it
out.”

“I’m sure it’s just a mix-up in the system,”
Tom said.

Nichols shook his head. “Not a good time to
discover you’re not legally married.” He gave them a cold smile.
“Guess you didn’t actually wait after all.”

“Does your wife know how many times you hit
on me at the last toy convention, Ryan?” Meggie asked sweetly. “I’m
sure she’d be interested in knowing.”

Nichols’ eyes flashed. “You wish.”

Tom realized Meggie wasn’t making this up and
his fist clenched.

“Better not take a swing,” Finder said.
“You’re in enough trouble already, I’d bet.”

“Does your wife know you were
arrested, Chris?” Meggie asked. “I know you were able to get off
and all, but really, Ryan only hit on me with intent to score. You?
You had a car full of teenaged girls all coked up.” She shook her
head. “It’s sad to see someone use innocent children’s toys to lure
young girls.”

“You’re crazy,” Finder snarled, but the color
drained from his face. “You stay away from my wife.”

“I’m sure I can’t do that,” Meggie said
sweetly. “We’re all here at this thing together, now, aren’t
we?”

“Oh, did you know, it’s guys only and girls
only activities for the rest of the morning,” Denise said to
Meggie, sounding eager.

“Gosh, I had no idea. What a great chance for
all of us to bond.” The knife in Meggie’s voice was clear.

“Children, please,” Knight said soothingly.
He chuckled. “We all know what happens at the conventions stays at
the conventions. Everyone’s tired and Meggie and her friends are
unsettled, which is understandable. Now, Meggie, if we can help you
out, you let us know. We’re all friends in this business.”

“Thanks, we’ll let you know,” Tom said. His
fist hadn’t unclenched and he was pretty sure he sounded angry.

Knight made eye contact with him. “We’re
willing to help Meggie’s friends, too.”

“Nice to know. I also happen to be her
husband.”

Knight shrugged. “That seems to be in debate
right now. But, I’m sure it’ll be resolved. Soon.” He gave them all
a polite smile then strode off. The other two scurried after
him.

“Meet the alpha male of the plush industry,”
Meggie muttered.

“I’m black, so I can say it,” Denise said.
“He’s a dick.”

“He is that,” Tom agreed. He and Jack
exchanged a look. The older man nodded. So Jack had felt the
threat, too. “I’m not so sure it’s a good idea for me and Meggie to
split up at all today.”

“Nonsense!” O’Rourke’s voice boomed from
behind them. They turned to see him standing there, looking jovial.
“The ladies aren’t leaving my estate. Neither are you men. Just
going to different points for specialized activities.”

Tom cleared his throat. “Mister O’Rourke, I’m
not sure if Wanda’s been able to tell you –”

“Your marriage license is lost or misfiled or
some such,” O’Rourke interrupted. “Yes, young man, I’m aware. And
Missus Reid’s ex-fiancé is in the state. However, what he’s not is
here. How would he find us? Not like you two left a trail of
breadcrumbs, now, did you?”

“No, but –” Meggie said.

“No buts.” O’Rourke waved his hands. “We have
security here. More than you realize.” Tom tried not to worry that
this included them bugging the rooms or hidden video cameras, but
by now, that was one of his lesser concerns. “Everyone will be
perfectly safe. Now, gentlemen, I’ll expect you on our golf course
or know the reason why. And ladies, you enjoy your girls’
time.”

Tom cleared his throat. “You know, I don’t
golf.”

“Me either,” Jack said quickly.

O’Rourke gave them both a cheerful smile that
didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Two smart young men like you should
be able to pick it up quickly. Don’t worry about not having golf
shoes, athletic shoes will suffice. We have extra clubs for all who
didn’t bring their own.”

They didn’t have a lot of choice. Tom nodded.
“Great. Just need to change into appropriate clothes.”

“See you both shortly,” O’Rourke said, back
to cheerful. “I’ll wait for you, take you around in my cart.”

They watched him leave, then headed for their
rooms. “I sense more ‘fun’ tests coming while we hit small balls
with sticks,” Jack said.

“I’m really not athletic,” Tom said.

“You’re a black belt in at least three
martial arts,” Meggie said. “If that’s not athletic, I don’t know
what is.”

“It’s different.” Tom hated organized sports.
Croquet had been one thing. This was a sport where men kept score
and how you looked playing mattered as much as how well you
did.

Jack sighed. “I actually know how to play.
Don’t worry, I’ll give you tips. It’s as much analytics as it is
ability.”

“Then Tommy will be great at it,” Meggie said
loyally as they went up the stairs.

“Yeah, nerds and golf go together.”

Jack laughed. “Jocks and golf don’t go
together all that well, either. Honestly, my best friend in high
school was the class brain, and he’s the reason I learned to play.
You’ll be fine and we’ll muddle through.” His expression went
serious. “I’m more worried about us leaving Meggie alone.”

“I’ll be with her,” Denise said. “Not like
I’m going to let some loon steal her without a fight.”

“I don’t want either one of you in any kind
of danger,” Tom said.

Denise rolled her eyes. “We’ll be fine.
Meggie and I don’t need to change, but according to the schedule,
we have a few minutes. So, you two go back to your room and make
out, we’ll go back to our room and, if Jack’s been a good boy, we
might make out, too.”

Jack grinned. “Any wonder I love her?”

They all laughed and separated. Tom checked
their room once they were inside it, but there was nothing amiss.
“Do you feel okay with me leaving you, even for a little while?” he
asked as he changed out of his suit.

“I’d rather stay here making love. However, I
saw O’Rourke’s expression. If you or Jack back out of this, our
deals are done, through, kaput. And, frankly, we need Family Mart’s
protection right now.”

“True.” He looked at her out of the corner of
his eye. The run-in with the other plush sales reps seemed to have
emboldened her. Tom figured she’d felt more normal and in control
in that situation, which was fine. Meggie needed all the
emboldening she could get right now. “You feeling okay?”

“Yeah, I am.” She laughed. “I know what
you’re wondering – why did having those three jerks gang up on us
not freak me out?” She sighed. “Because I’m used to it.
It’s…natural. This stuff with Mark isn’t.”

“Nice to be right.” He was in jeans and a
polo shirt. “I look okay?”

“You look great. I’m upset you hurried up and
put clothes on instead of letting me attack you while you were
naked, but I guess I can understand your distraction.”

Tom pulled her into his arms. “Oh yeah? Let’s
see how distracted I really am.” He kissed her deeply, while their
bodies ground together.

The ghost wailing interrupted them. “I hate
that,” Meggie said as he pulled away slowly.

“The Family Mart alarm system?”

“You stopping kissing me.”

He grinned. “I love you.”

Meggie smiled. “Good to know.” The wailing
started up again and she sighed. “Let’s head off for single-sex fun
and, in your case, games.”

“Cannot, truly, wait.”

The Howards were waiting for them at the
stairs. They walked down together and out to where the men were
getting into golf carts. True to his word, O’Rourke was waiting for
them in a four-person cart, with Gerald riding shotgun. Randall and
his two boys were in a cart next to O’Rourke’s. Tom found himself
hoping the Moragas would stay close by.

Tom hugged Meggie tightly while Jack did the
same with Denise. “You call me or Jack if you feel even a little
nervous, okay, Meggie baby?”

“I will. I’m sure it’ll be alright, Tommy.”
She didn’t sound totally sure, but she also didn’t sound like she
was losing it.

Tom kissed her deeply but not nearly long
enough, then O’Rourke called to them and he and Jack themselves
away. He watched her as their cart started off after the Moragas’ –
Meggie was standing there, watching him, Denise’s arm around her
shoulders. Meggie gave him a little wave and blew a kiss. He
grinned and kissed back at her. The last thing he saw as they
rounded the corner was her smiling and giggling at him.


[image: ] Chapter 33[image: ]

 


 


Their men went out of sight and Denise
sighed. “Just you and me, girlfriend.”

“You think we’ll be okay?”

Denise nodded. “Mister O’Rourke made some
good points. Besides, if it’s all girls, a man or group of men are
going to stand out. And there are a lot more of us than there are
of them.”

“I suppose.” After all, Tommy was close by
and really, what was Mark going to do in front of all these
witnesses?

They wandered off to where the women’s tea
was set up. Happily, they didn’t have too far to go, just back to
the large gazebos where the garden party had been.

“You want to share info with the wives of
your charming competition?” Denise asked as they neared the
others.

“Not really. It’s better to have as a
threat.”

“Does Tom know what it’s like for you when
he’s not around?”

Meggie considered this. “Somewhat. I don’t
tell him everything because things like Ryan hitting on me would
upset Tommy but I couldn’t care less, you know?”

“Yeah, I do.” Denise looked around. “Okay,
you stick with me, and we’ll try to stay with at least a couple
other gals at all times. That should mean you’re okay and you won’t
upset Tom later on.”

“Workable plan.” Meggie looked around.
“Tables are set up for six, let’s sit with the Moragas.”

“Sounds good.”

They headed for the table where Jennie,
Rachel and Raquel were. “Can we join you?” Meggie asked as they
arrived.

“Love to have you,” Jennie said with a big
smile.

Ophelia came over. “You girls mind if I make
it six?”

“Doesn’t feel right if you’re not eating with
us,” Denise said with a laugh.

A man in full old-fashioned dress, including
pearl gloves and top hat, joined them. He was quite handsome and
looked about thirty. “Ladies, my name is Jonathan, and I’ll be your
host for the rest of the day. I know you all just enjoyed a lovely
brunch not too long ago, and therefore, you can’t possibly be
hungry. However, I’m going to work up your appetites in the
time-honored way of teaching you all about this lovely custom. In
addition, you’ll all learn how to properly prepare and pour out a
pot of tea, how to make scones and tea sandwiches, and find out
just what goes into Devon cream and lemon curd. And if you don’t
behave, I’ll tell you what really goes into tea bags.”

Everyone giggled, and Jonathan launched into
a lecture that was actually quite interesting. It was interactive,
with the women encouraged to ask questions, share other tea
experiences, and so forth. Meggie was shocked to realize time was
flying by.

History done, they went to the smaller
gazebo, where aprons were put on everyone and they all made scones.
The finger sandwiches were being prepared by staff under Jonathan’s
command, but they all learned the proper ways and why crusts were
always to be taken off.

It turned out that Jonathan was one half of a
gay couple who were, like the rest of them, Family Mart vendors.
His partner was off golfing. “I’m happier in the kitchen,” Jonathan
said as he helped Meggie roll her dough out properly.

“What’s your regular business?” Denise
asked.

Jonathan grinned. “High end ovens and
cookware for children.”

“No, really,” Meggie said.

He chuckled. “Very much really. There’s quite
a market for it. All our products are both safety tested to the
extreme and they all also work.” He winked. “You’re baking in
them.” Then he went off to help some others.

They looked at the portable ovens. They were
small, girly, but still sleek, and they all had ‘Jonathan’s Love
Oven’ stamped on them.

“I feel sort of unobservant,” Meggie said.
Denise nodded.

Raquel, who was on their other side, laughed.
“They own the entire ‘Jonathan’s Love’ brand. It’s huge.” She
blushed. “I had one of these growing up. Jonathan gave it to my mom
when they joined up with Family Mart.”

“That was really sweet of him.” It was.
Meggie was happy to note that most of the Family Mart vendors,
other than her own direct competitors, were really quite nice.

“They joined the same year, kind of like you
guys,” Raquel said. “My dad said it creates serious friendship
bonds.”

“Got that right,” Denise said. Meggie
laughed. Denise studied the ovens. “These are really high end. I
think this is better than what I have at home.”

“At least he’s not competing with us,” Meggie
said.

“Yeah, probably why he’s nice.” Denise
sighed. “I hope they have this in a mix. I’ll never make it from
scratch again.”

Meggie pointed. There was a display of scones
dough packaging in front of them. “I think they make this, at least
if I take the name ‘Jonathan’s Love Buns’ to be a clue.”

Denise laughed. “I see some of us never stop
selling.”

“Nope,” Raquel said. “My dad says you should
always put your brand forward in the best possible light because
you never know who you’re standing right next to.”

“Your dad knows what he’s talking about.”
Meggie wondered how she and Tommy were representing Plush Life.
Chaotically. But no one here seemed to mind. Several of the women
wandered by and offered little ‘atta girl’ sentiments. Basically,
no one seemed to feel Meggie having a stalker ex made her or Plush
Life less Family Mart worthy.

All in all, it was girly and enjoyable and
reminded her of when Tommy’s mother had been alive. Meggie loved
her own mother, but Tina had been a much younger mom. Meggie had
been able to talk to her about things she hadn’t felt comfortable
sharing with her own mother. But her mother and Tina had also
gotten along well – Tina had told her that she liked having
Meggie’s mother to go to for her advice. Meggie’s mother had taught
both of them how to bake a pie from scratch when Meggie was twelve.
It had been a lot like this – fun, relaxed, just girls, making
jokes they’d never let the guys hear.

The smell of baking scones made Meggie’s
stomach rumble and pulled her out of her reverie. They went back to
the larger gazebo, took their seats, and then the actual tea began.
It was, she had to admit, both delicious and fun, and not something
most of the men would have enjoyed.

They’d made more scones than they could
possibly eat, but that was okay, because the leftovers were going
to be waiting for the men when they got back from golfing. Meggie
wasn’t sure they’d be as thrilled with this as Jonathan seemed to
think, but then again, they were really good.

“I haven’t eaten this much in a day in a
while,” Denise said to her as the dessert trays came out. “I can’t
imagine needing dinner.”

“Me either,” Meggie agreed.

“So, you have a wedding dress?” Jennie
asked.

“Not really. I mean, I brought formalwear,
but I didn’t have a wedding dress before, either.”

“I’m sure Killian can find something for
you,” Ophelia said.

“Why would he?”

“He likes to take care of his people,”
Ophelia said as if this was common knowledge.

“While that’s a wonderful thing, and
everything here is amazing, I can’t imagine that he’d have a
wedding dress just hanging around, let alone one that would fit
me.”

“He might,” Ophelia said with a laugh. “You’d
be surprised at what he can come up with.” Meggie wondered if this
fell onto the nice or the weird side of the Family Mart
experience.

“Meggie might just want to wear something she
brought from home,” Jennie said. “The dress you’re in today is
lovely,” she added with a smile for Meggie. “Or, as I said, we’re
going into town to shop. You’re more than welcome to come with
us.”

“Well, not without Tommy. And I think he
wants us to stay on the estate. I know Wanda does.”

Jennie nodded. “True. But if enough of us go,
and stay with you, you’ll still be safe.”

“Well, we’ll see what Tommy thinks. If he
says it’s okay, I’m all for it.” She was, she realized. Mark hadn’t
tried to reach her, and no one was jumping out at her from the
bushes. They were safe here, and if they went into New Orleans with
enough people, they’d probably be safe there, too.

The tea party had done the job. Her fears and
worries were in their cabinet in her mind, locked tightly away. She
was around, if not friends, at least pleasant acquaintances. Tommy
was hopefully in the same situation. And they were going to get
married, for real, and with, apparently, all of Family Mart’s help
and blessings.

Meggie looked at the wedding set on her
finger. It was beautiful and made her feel loved in a way only
Quirrel had before.

Jonathan announced that they were done and
that the ladies could head on to the house to relax before the men
came off the golf course.

They started to get up and Meggie looked
around. “Denise, have you seen my purse?” Everyone did a check.
Meggie’s purse wasn’t at their table.

“Did you take it to the baking area and leave
it there?” Denise asked.

“No idea. Didn’t think so, but I’d better
look.”

Denise slung her purse over her shoulder.
“I’ll come with you.”

“You want us to come, too?” Jennie asked.

“Well, we’re just going to the little gazebo,
but….” Meggie knew what Tommy would want. “Would you mind waiting
for us? If my purse isn’t there I’m going to need help searching
for it.”

Rachel ran to Jonathan and brought him over.
“I’ll have my staff see if it’s gotten into one of the trucks.” He
trotted off. Meggie realized the parking area wasn’t all that far
away from where they were.

She and Denise checked the little gazebo, no
purse. “Who would have taken it?” Denise asked. “I mean, sure,
there could be a Family Mart kleptomaniac around, but I’m sure
that’s not something they approve of.”

“No idea.” Meggie tried to stay relaxed. In
addition to everything else, Quirrel was in her purse. The calm
that she’d had only minutes before seemed to be slipping away. She
saw something near the parking lot, by the ‘Jonathan’s Love’ vans.
“I think that might be my purse over there.”

She headed for it, Denise coming with her.
“How would your purse get over here?” Denise asked quietly.

“Maybe one of Jonathan’s people took it, or
realized it was hooked onto something, and tossed it down.” They
were about three feet away and Meggie was sure it was her purse –
she could see part of Quirrel sticking out of it.

“Normal people bring a lost purse to the
people in charge,” Denise argued. “I don’t think we –”

Mark stepped out from around the back of one
of the vans. “Don’t worry, honey bunny,” he said with a grin. “I’m
here to save you.”
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They were closing in
on the 18th hole and Tom was relieved. Golf wasn’t quite
as horrible as he’d thought, and he might even have enjoyed it, if
he hadn’t been worried about Meggie the whole time.

One positive was that Randall was a good
amateur golf instructor, and it had been clear from the first five
minutes that Tom wasn’t lying about never having played. O’Rourke
and Gerald tried to stay with him and Jack, but within one hole
they’d gratefully switched and taken Robert and Richard into their
foursome at Randall’s suggestion, because the teenagers were far
more competent than Tom was.

Jack stayed with him and Randall. They were
the last group on the course, but between the two of them helping
him, Tom had acquitted himself better than a kindergartener, and
that was about all he could hope for.

“You’re doing much better,” Randall said.
“Golf is mostly mental, so don’t beat yourself up. You’re worried
and distracted, it will affect your game.”

“Jack has a game. I have a collection of lost
balls somewhere in the general vicinity of this plantation.”

Jack laughed. “Even Tiger Woods had to start
somewhere. Besides, it’s easier with golf shoes and your own
clubs.”

“Right. I appreciate you both trying to make
me feel less like Geek of the Week, but this is really reminiscent
of every sport I ever tried in junior high, high school, and
college.”

Randall chuckled. “You’re doing far better
than you think. No one shoots for par on their first time out.”

“How many shoot for ten times par?”

Jack shrugged. “Lots. Look, stop stressing.
It’ll be over soon.”

“Yeah.” In the hours of playing, they’d
covered a lot of ground in terms of idle chat, and each one knew
all about the others’ manufacturing and creative methods. For want
of something to talk about other than work, and since everyone knew
how he and Meggie had gotten married, in that sense, he decided to
go for the personal questions. “So, how did you and Jennie and you
and Denise meet, anyway?”

Randall laughed. “High school sweethearts.
Met in eleventh grade, in metal shop if you can believe it. Jennie
was always ahead of her time. Dated through college, got married.
Pretty boring stuff, really. What about you, Jack?”

Jack looked a little uncomfortable. “Not as
boring. But, hell, less stressful than what Tom’s going through. I
used to work for Corporate America, in finance. I hired Denise
right out of college.” He got a nostalgic look on his face. “She
was young, smart, capable, driven – just what you want to add onto
your team. And beautiful.” He cleared his throat. “And twelve years
younger than me.”

“Doesn’t seem to be a problem,” Tom
observed.

“Now. It was at the start. Mostly for me, but
then again, you’re not supposed to date your employees. It’s called
sexual harassment.”

Tom’s throat felt tight. This was exactly
what Mark and his cronies were accusing him of – what if they were
right? What if Meggie felt forced to be with him?

Jack nudged him. “Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“Wondering if you’re sexually harassing your
wife. You’re not. It’s incredibly obvious she’s madly in love with
you. Just like it’s obvious you’re worried about that because I
brought it up.”

Randall nodded. “The honeymoon stage is
always fun to watch. You two are clearly in it. Both of you.”

Tom cleared his throat. “Okay, I’ll trust you
two on it. So, what did you do?” he asked Jack.

Jack hit his ball, the way it was supposed to
go, and shrugged. “I watched her. I didn’t make any moves. I mean,
I could lose my job, she was too young for me, race issues, all of
it. I just…watched.”

Tom hit. His ball went wide. Jack dropped
another ball down for him. They’d gotten a bucket of balls after
the first hole. Tom had lost most of them, and Randall and Jack
didn’t feel like wasting the time searching for them or forcing him
to hit from wherever they’d gone to lie.

“Then what?” Tom asked as Randall patiently
adjusted his stance for the umpteenth time.

“She kept on dating jerks. I mean, here she
is, young, beautiful, successful, and all she’s meeting are guys
who don’t treat her right. I heard all the talk between her and the
other gals in our department. She even talked to me about it, to
get a man’s perspective, supposedly. That was fun, giving fatherly,
dating advice to the girl I was already pretty much in love
with.”

“What changed?” Tom asked as he managed to
hit the ball in the general direction they were going.

“We had a corporate rule that all employees
had to have their manager’s phone numbers, to call in case of
emergency. I always had an open door, call if you need me policy.
And one night, Denise had a really bad date. Fighting before they
reached the restaurant, he left her before they could be seated.
Just left her there.” Jack sounded angry, not that Tom could blame
him.

“So,” Jack continued as Randall hit his ball
perfectly, “she was close to where I lived and she called me,
crying. Apologized for bothering me, could I come get her. Of
course I said yes. Took her somewhere else to get some dinner in
her. She asked me what was wrong with her.” He shook his head.

“What did you say?” Randall asked as they got
into the cart.

“I told her there was nothing wrong with her,
that she was just dating men who were threatened by a woman who was
the entire package. She asked me if there were any men out there
who weren’t.”

“And?” Tom prompted.

“I had to consider. If I said something, I
could lose my job, my career, everything. If I didn’t, I could lose
any chance with the girl of my dreams.” Jack grinned. “I decided I
could always get another job. I told her that one such man was
sitting across the table from her.”

“What did she say?” Randall asked with a
smile.

Jack laughed. “That she’d been afraid to show
any interest in me because I was her boss. Needless to say, the
rest of the night went well.” He cleared his throat. “We got a lot
of flack for dating, but it stopped once we got married. But, we
both wanted out – we’d gotten married to spend more time together,
not less – so we started our own business. The rest is history, so
to speak.”

Randall stopped the cart. “I think that’s
Raquel. Hang on a minute.” Tom looked towards where Randall headed
– it did look like Raquel, running towards them, fast.

“That’s a great story,” Tom said quietly.

“Yeah, made better because it’s true.” Jack
smiled as Tom tensed. “It’s okay. I don’t think it’s obvious to
most. I managed people for years, all of whom had access to highly
classified materials – I’m trained to spot lying, even excellent
lying. I’m betting Randall and Jennie know, because they’re the
parents of four teenagers, but probably not anyone else, because
you haven’t interacted with anyone else enough. Yours is a good
story, made better because it’s almost all true. Other than the
fact that Meggie’s ex believes you’re not married because you
actually aren’t.”

“You a Family Mart spy?” Tom asked as calmly
as he could.

“Nope. I’m a guy in the same position you
are, with a wife he adores who can’t have children, having to field
prying personal questions that are nobody’s business which also
make her cry herself to sleep.” Jack shook his head. “We have your
backs, you have ours. We couldn’t care less if you’re married,
living in sin, or both gay and pretending. We like you, I’m pretty
sure you like us, and, frankly, when a woman says ‘no’, it should
mean no, regardless of when she says it or to whom.”

“Thanks. I mean that.”

“It’s what friends are for,” Jack said with
another shrug. “Whether they’ve been friends all their lives or
just became friends over a really insanely stressful weekend.”

Tom grinned but it faded as he watched
Raquel. She didn’t stop when Randall reached her. She was heading
for them. “Something’s wrong with Meggie.”

He took off and caught up to the girl. “Some
guys took them!” Raquel shouted. “They hid Meggie’s purse and when
she and Denise went to find it, they grabbed Meggie. Denise tried
to pull her back, so they took her, too.”

Jack was behind him. “Where did they go?”

“Away. My mom and sister are in Ophelia’s
car, going after them. Ophelia’s with them, but my mom took the
keys and she’s driving. She’ll catch them.”

Tom didn’t wait. He took off running, as fast
as he could. He might suck at golf, but martial arts built stamina
and he could run if he had to.

The golf cart caught up to him. “Get in, we
can go faster,” Jack shouted. “Besides, you need to conserve
energy.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” Randall asked as
Tom jumped on and they took off again. Randall was on his phone,
driving one-handed pretty damned well, calling his sons as far as
Tom could tell.

“My phone’s in my purse, and it was too far
away. I had to get to you.” Raquel sounded ready to cry.

“It’s okay,” Jack said, and he sounded both
furious and calm at the same time. “You did the right thing. Are we
going near to where your purse is?”

“Yes.”

“Then grab it and call your sister.”

“How do you know Rachel has her phone with
her?” Tom asked.

Jack and Randall both snorted. “She’s a
teenaged girl,” Jack said.

“Oh. Good point.” They reached the gazebo
area, Randall slowed, Raquel jumped off, grabbed her purse, and ran
back. They headed for the cars. A cold realization hit him. “My
keys are in the room.”

“Mine aren’t,” Jack said. “You, me and
Raquel, we’ll go in my car. Is that okay with you, Randall?”

“Yes, my girls are their mother’s daughters.
I’ll follow with my boys in our car, they’re right behind us.”

They left the golf cart and ran for the
parking area. There were a lot of women there, most acting
hysterical. Tom noted that the wives of their three competitors
seemed far more calm and collected. “I know who tipped them off,”
he snarled.

“Knight or his pals,” Jack agreed. “That
threat was pretty clear. Bastards.”

They flung themselves into Jack’s rental car
and peeled out.

“If he’s hurt either one of them, I’m going
to kill him,” Tom said.

“I’ll help,” Jack agreed. “Don’t worry about
that.”

“Denise was pissed,” Raquel said. “But Meggie
was scared.”

So Mark had already hurt her. Okay, that made
it easier. In some ways. “Raquel, please call Rachel and let us
know what’s going on where they are.”
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Meggie wasn’t frozen
in terror, but she felt close. Mark and his buddies had shoved her
and Denise into a big SUV and taken off. Nolan was driving and Jim
had shotgun. Eddie and Ian were in the middle seat, with Denise
pinned between them. She and Mark were in the far back. She could
hear snatches of what Nolan and Jim were saying, but couldn’t catch
much other than a couple of words she thought might be French
Quarter.

“Why are you doing this, Mark?” she managed
to ask.

“Because you need me to take care of you,
honey bunny.”

“Because he’s a dick,” Denise said as she
turned around and glared at him. “She’s not marrying you,
jackass.”

“Oh, I think she is.” Mark gave Denise a cold
look. “You can come along and be the maid of honor.”

“I’m married, and my husband’s going to kick
all your asses.”

The men all chuckled. “Right,” Ian said. “He
a ‘man’ like Reid is? If so, I’m not worried.”

“Tommy’s more of a man than any of you.”
They’d tossed her purse into the car, and Meggie was able to reach
Quirrel.

Mark noticed. “Still holding onto that toy?”
He sighed and put a pleasant expression on. “Honey bunny, he
doesn’t love you. He’s just out for what he can get.”

“I know who’s out for what he can or can’t
get, Mark, and it’s you.”

“You know, kidnapping’s a federal offense,”
Denise said. “So is forced marriage.”

“Oh, I won’t be forcing her.” Mark smiled
nicely at Meggie. “Meggie’s going to marry me because she wants to,
aren’t you honey bunny?”

“No. I don’t love you. At all.” She
swallowed. “I love Tommy and I always have.”

Mark sighed. “You know, I realize that, I
really do.” He put his arm around her shoulders and forced her to
lean back. “I know you think you love him. But, really, you know
what will happen.”

“No, what?”

Mark sighed again. “Honey bunny, he’ll find
out your secret. And he’ll never forgive you for it, will he?”

Meggie felt her skin go cold. “What are you
talking about?”

Mark shrugged. “You’re responsible for his
parent’s death, aren’t you?”

She couldn’t move and could barely
breathe.

Mark smiled gently. “I understand, I do. But
he won’t, will he?”

“Meggie didn’t kill anybody,” Denise
snapped.

“Oh, I think she did,” Mark said genially.
“But…they weren’t my parents, honey bunny. I understand. And I
forgive you for it. You don’t have to worry, I won’t tell
anyone.”

“Really?” Denise reached over and grabbed
Meggie. “Listen to me! He’s already ‘told’ all his friends, and me.
He’s a lying bastard. He wants something from you, but he doesn’t
love you. And there’s no way you killed anyone.”

Meggie swallowed. “But…he’s right,” she
whispered. “It’s all my fault.”

Denise shook her head. “If it were, the
police would have known. Tom would have figured it out.”

“Oh, he might have,” Mark allowed. “Which is
why I know he doesn’t have my honey bunny’s best interests at
heart. They aren’t married, and he’s forced her to lie, forced her
to go out on ‘dates’ with him regularly, all forms of sexual
harassment. He’s a piece of work, and I’m not going to let him work
on my bunny anymore.”

He hugged her, and Meggie tried to hold onto
something. She squeezed Quirrel. “Tommy loves me.”

“Yes, he does,” Denise said emphatically.
“This bozo’s kidnapped you, Meggie! He’s not in love with you, he’s
delusional and dangerous.” Denise’s eyes were blazing and Meggie
stared at them. She felt stronger.

“You’re right.” Meggie pulled away from Mark.
“Take us back or let us out, but I’m not marrying you.”

Mark’s eyes narrowed. “Nolan, pull over.”

Meggie relaxed a tiny bit. He’d come to his
senses. Thank God. She looked around. It was light and she’d been
here last in the dark, but she recognized where they were. “Mark?
This isn’t a good place to let anyone out. Please take us back to
the estate.”

The car stopped. “Dump Halle Berry here,”
Mark said dismissively. “She’d be a hot addition, but she’s not
helping us.”

“No!” Meggie screamed. “This is Gator Lake.
There are real alligators here!” Didn’t matter. Ian and Eddie
opened a door and shoved Denise out, Meggie’s screams
notwithstanding. “Give her her purse! She has to be able to call
for help.”

“Oh, no can do, honey bunny,” Mark said as
they pulled away.

Meggie flung herself at the back window,
screaming Denise’s name, but they rounded a bend shortly and she
couldn’t see her any more. Meggie hit at Mark. “How could you do
that? She could be killed, you bastard!”

Mark grabbed her wrists. “And that will be
your fault, too,” he snarled. “I read the information on
you. It’s clear what you did. You’re responsible for Reid’s
parents’ death. And if that chick dies, you’ll be responsible for
that, too. And if something happens to Reid,” Mark smiled slowly,
“you’ll be responsible for that, too.”

“Mark, we had a tail,” Nolan called from the
front.

“Dump her purse out as we hit the highway,”
Eddie said.

Ian rolled down a window and tossed Denise’s
bag out as they reached the highway. “All clear.” Nolan floored it
and they raced off.

Mark shook his head. “You should be relieved
I want to take care of you, honey bunny.” His expression softened.
“And I do.” He stroked her hair and Meggie tried not to flinch. “I
won’t hurt you like Reid has, does or will. I’ll protect you. I
won’t let them put you away because all those people died.”

“What do you mean?” Meggie asked, barely able
to whisper.

Mark’s expression went sad and sort of
tender. “Oh, honey bunny, didn’t you realize? If you caused Reid’s
parents to die, well, that means you caused the deaths of all the
other people on that plane.”

Meggie shook her head. “No…I…I didn’t.”

Mark nodded. “Yes, you did. It’s all your
fault. And there’s nothing you can do to make it up to Reid, or
anyone else, is there?”

“Tommy…Tommy doesn’t…blame me,” she managed
to get out. Of course, she hadn’t told him, and in her heart she
knew Mark was right – it was her fault and no one could or
would forgive her, Tommy least of all.

She sagged against the seat, put Quirrel to
her face, and cried.

Mark hugged her. “Oh, honey bunny, it’s okay.
I’ll take care of you.”

They drove on, but Meggie didn’t see where
they were going. She just saw a long, dark tunnel, where there was
no joy and no hope, where Tommy’s parents and now, hundreds of
nameless other people floated, all looking at her, all asking her
the same question – why did you do it?

Her answer – I didn’t mean to – echoed
through the tunnel. It sounded as hollow now as it had when she was
fifteen.
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“Oh my God, they
dumped Denise out of the car!” Raquel shrieked.

“Is she hurt?” Tom asked, as he saw Jack
clutch the steering wheel until his knuckles were white.

“No.” Raquel heaved a sigh. “Mom picked her
up at the Gator Lake turnoff.”

“Jesus Christ, there are real alligators out
there!”

“Anyone eaten or bitten?” Jack asked
tersely.

“No. Rachel says they saw something moving
but they got Denise into the car and took off before they could say
what it was. They kept her purse,” she added.

Tom had run out of curse words he felt he
could say in front of Raquel. He didn’t know what to say to Jack.
“I’m so sorry,” was about all he could manage and it felt
completely hollow and useless.

“Tom, listen to me.” Jack’s voice was tight.
“This isn’t your fault, or Meggie’s fault. These bastards know full
well what they’re doing. They’re setting up a variety of defenses –
temporary insanity for good old Mark, sexual harassment for you,
dementia for Meggie. What they don’t understand is that you and
Meggie aren’t alone out here. They’re the enemy. No one in our
caravan of rescue vehicles is. I’m clear on that. Are you?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Tom took a deep breath.
“Raquel, can we talk to Denise? On speakerphone if you have
it?”

“I do, and sure, hang on.” She held the phone
in between their seats. “Okay, we’re live.”

“Denise, are you okay?” Jack asked.

“I am seriously pissed!”

Jack grinned. “She’s okay. Honey, what
happened?”

“Someone lifted Meggie’s purse. I have to
figure it was one of the wives of the trio of bastards. They moved
it to the parking lot area. We got there, Mark loomed out of
nowhere, grabbed Meggie, I tried to stop them, so they grabbed me,
too. They’re in an Escalade, I got the license plate.”

“How?” Tom asked.

“They dumped me out of the car at the Gator
Lake turnoff and I spent the few seconds while I could still see
them memorizing their plate. It’s a rental, which isn’t a surprise.
They dumped my purse at the highway, I’m sure to slow us down and
to possibly try to show I’d wandered from the highway as opposed to
been heading towards it. We’ve got my purse and are behind them
because Jennie’s a great driver. We’re all sure they’re headed for
New Orleans. I heard them mention something about Pastor Bill
waiting for them in the Quarter.”

“Who’s Pastor Bill?” Jack asked him.

“No idea.” Probably the same pastor Mark
planned to have at the lake this weekend to force Meggie to marry
him, but Tom didn’t think this was wise to say aloud. Jack might be
on their side, but Ophelia was in the other car. “Did they hurt
Meggie?” He managed to ask this with relative calm.

“Not so much physically.” Denise paused.
“Tom, Mark was insinuating that Meggie was…responsible for…your
parents’ deaths.”

Tom felt stunned. “How? They died in an
airplane accident. We were fifteen and we were with her family.
She’s not responsible for anything to do with it. I mean, she was
devastated when they died, but, hell, so was I.”

“Mark was making real inroads,” Denise said,
her voice tense. “I was keeping her on this side, if you know what
I mean. I’m pretty sure that’s why they tossed me out, so she
wouldn’t have anyone supporting her.”

“Does she still have Quirrel?” he asked.

“If you mean her stuffed toy, yes. She was
holding it. Mark was aware of it.” Meaning Quirrel might not be
long for this world, and Tom knew that meant Meggie’s hold on
things was teetering on the edge. “Tom, Meggie…agreed with Mark.
She thinks it’s all her fault.”

“There’s no way in the world it is. It was an
airplane accident, mechanical failure. She wasn’t even near the
airport when it happened. I mean, she’s afraid of flying now, but
that makes some sense.”

“Not really,” Jack said. “Are you afraid of
flying, Tom?”

“No, not at all. It’s safer than what we’re
doing right now.”

“Rational.” Jack nodded. “Your parents died
in an airplane accident, but you’re rational and so you understand
that it doesn’t mean it can happen to you. Fear of flying is
irrational. My guess is this other fear is irrational, too. After
all, if you were both fifteen when this happened….”

Raquel cleared her throat. “Mom says
teenagers aren’t rational at all, for the most part.”

“Especially teenaged girls,” Jennie agreed.
“Even my two princesses. Lots of hormones flying around then, lots
of irrationality going on.”

“I was fifteen, too.”

“You’re also a brilliant nerd, right?” Jack
asked. “You were undoubtedly rational then, too. At least more so
than Meggie.”

Tom was going to argue, but before he could,
his phone rang. “Hello?”

“Mister Reid, it’s Marlene, how are you this
morning?” It was indeed Marlene, but she only called him Mister
Reid when there were clients around.

“Huh and what? Things are bad. Marlene, why
are you calling me?”

“You’ll be excited to know that Julie and I
were able to use the two leftover plane tickets and have just
landed at the New Orleans airport.”

Tom let that settle in for a moment, while he
listened to Denise tell Jack they’d called Wanda with the license
number of the SUV. Ophelia being in the car with Jennie meant they
had access to every Family Mart number, which was a good thing.

“Marlene, we have a variety of situations
going on. Why are you in New Orleans?”

“Glad you asked. We’re here to meet
Yamamoto-san.”

“What?”

“Thank Julie for having bonded with his
secretary. Apparently, Yamamoto-san is quite eager to ensure this
deal goes well. So eager, in fact, that he decided, impromptu, to
fly to New Orleans. According to his secretary, he has been
impromptu exactly twice before in his entire life – when he
proposed to his wife, and when he selected a cat for her for their
fifth anniversary.”

“God help us.”

“Truly. He apparently was coming to the
States in two weeks anyway, so he has his visa and should be
landing here in, oh, about ten minutes. Your orders?”

Tom considered what to do. Now wasn’t the
time to lose it. Now was the time to do what he did best – think.
“Give me a minute.”

“One. We’re heading to his concourse
now.”

Tom thought like mad. When it came down to
it, the only thing that mattered was getting Meggie to safety. So,
set it up to help that. “Okay, here’s the situation. Mark’s
kidnapped Meggie and is taking her into New Orleans to, we assume,
force or coerce her into marrying him.”

“Holy Christ, you weren’t kidding about it
being bad.”

“It’s worse.” He checked his watch. “In about
thirty minutes, Meggie’s parents, brothers, and their wives, are
arriving in New Orleans. They’re coming to help me protect Meggie
which, by the fact that she’s been kidnapped, I’ve pretty much
botched.”

“You didn’t have a lot of choice,” Jack
snapped.

“Who’s that?” Marlene asked.

“Jack Howard. Raquel Moraga’s in the car with
us, too. We’re in hot pursuit of Raquel’s mother, Jennie, who also
has Raquel’s sister, Rachel, Ophelia Logan, and Denise Howard in
her car. Denise was also kidnapped, but apparently was too strong a
woman for Mark and his crew, and they tossed her out of the
car.”

“My God. And Meggie actually wanted to marry
this guy? Ever?”

“We’ll get to that at some point in the
future. Jennie and her carload are in hotter pursuit of Mark and
his car full of white collar thugs. I need you to intercept
Meggie’s family. They’re arriving from Chicago O’Hare, I don’t have
the flight number in front of me, but you know them.”

“What do we tell them and Yamamoto-san?”

“Marlene? You’re a smart, competent woman,
capable of thinking on your feet in any situation. Julie’s got to
be good for distraction purposes at the very least. I have nothing
for you, other than ‘wing it’. I’m guessing we could need backup in
New Orleans, but we can’t waste time with coordination, so you’ll
have to find us.”

“Gotcha. Oh, what’s our status on the
deal?”

“Come again?”

“Just wondering if we have a snowball’s
chance in Hell of staying in business after this, or if Julie and I
should just try to find work in a strip club on Bourbon
Street.”

“Keep your options open, Marlene. That’s
always my advice.”

“Will do, boss. Hang in there,” her voice
softened. “You’ll get her back and you’ll find her in time. I know
it.”

“You have no idea how much I hope you’re
right.”
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A phone rang in the
car. Meggie lifted her head and lunged for her purse. Eddie grabbed
it.

“Uh, uh, uh,” he said with a nasty smile. “No
answering your phone. Let’s see who it is. Awww, ‘Tommy-Boy’. How
cute.”

“Please let me talk to him,” Meggie
begged.

Mark snorted. “Hardly.” Her phone stopped
ringing and Meggie sobbed. “Oh, stop, honey bunny.” Another phone
rang and Mark shifted. “Oh, the asshole’s calling me now.
Hilarious. Hello?”

“Tommy!” Meggie screamed. Eddie grabbed her
and put his hand over her mouth.

Mark laughed, low and nasty. “Yeah, she’s
just fine. No, of course I’m not going to bring her back.”

Meggie could just hear Tommy’s voice. He was
shouting.

Mark laughed again. “You don’t have enough
money. And I promise you, you never will. Spend your time getting a
good lawyer, so your sentence might be reduced. But I’m sure you’ll
love prison. You’re gonna be everyone’s favorite boy-toy there.”
Mark snorted. “No, she’s happy to be with me. We’re getting
married, and she’s very willing. Happy, even.”

Meggie managed to wrench away from Eddie.
“No, Tommy, no!”

Eddie grabbed her again. “You try any more of
that and I’ll hurt you where it doesn’t show,” he growled in her
ear. Meggie whimpered.

Mark reached out and ripped Quirrel out of
her hands. “Behave, or I toss this out the window.”

Meggie started to shake and the tears came
again. “No, please….”

“Then shut up and sit there.” Mark went back
to his call. “Yeah, I know how to control her.” Mark gave her an
evil smile. “Oh, and she’s confessed. She knows she’s responsible
for killing your parents.”

Meggie could hear Tommy shouting again, but
couldn’t make out the words.

Mark put a frowny-face on. “I understand
you’ll never want to see her again, knowing this.” Meggie sobbed.
She could still hear Tommy shouting, and she thought it might be
her name. “Yeah, don’t call her to yell at her, okay? My honey
bunny needs someone who’ll take care of her, who can look past her
murdering hundreds of innocent people. We both know that’s not
gonna be you. So, see you never, Reid.” Mark hung up.

Eddie shoved her back next to Mark. “Handle
your bitch.”

Meggie whimpered. Mark gave Eddie a dirty
look. “Don’t talk about my future wife that way, Eddie. Come here,
honey bunny.” He put his arm around her and pulled her next to him.
“It was the best way. Now he knows, and we can put all that behind
us.”

“What did he say?” she managed to ask.

“That he hates you.” Mark said it so
calmly.

“No,” Meggie sobbed. “He wouldn’t.”

“He did.” Mark hugged her again. “Are you
going to behave?” She nodded. “Then I’ll let you hold your toy
again, okay?”

She grabbed at Quirrel, buried her face in
him, and just let herself cry.

“I think we want all cell phones off,” Eddie
said. “Pastor Bill is staying put, and we don’t want Reid able to
call any of us.”

“You got it, boss,” Ian said with a laugh.
Meggie heard the sounds of six phones turning off, so she knew
they’d turned hers off, too.

They were all quiet and she lost any track of
time. She was too miserable, too lost. Tommy knew, and he’d heard
it from Mark. And he hated her now and wouldn’t come for her,
wouldn’t love her. She’d lost everything, again, and she deserved
it.

She thought about what making love with Tommy
had been like. How loving and wonderful and sexy he was. How he’d
said he’d always loved her and always would. She sobbed and
clutched Quirrel more tightly.

Meggie tried to hold on. She’d spent months
in therapy, different doctors all talking at her. Surely one of
them had said something that would help her now.

She concentrated. One doctor had. The one
who’d been so pleased with Tommy for making Quirrel for her. Dr.
Sampson had been kind and unhappy that she was unhappy. What had he
told her? She searched back and it came to her – when she was in a
frightening situation, change it. Make it another situation in her
mind, one she had more control of.

As she thought of this, she tried to figure
how to move this scenario into something where she had more
control. Even if Tommy didn’t love her, she didn’t want to be
married to Mark. She was afraid of him and his friends. She had a
choice – lay down and let them do whatever they wanted to and with
her, or fight. She wasn’t sure if she had any fight left in her.
Losing Tommy meant losing everything.

She thought about Denise. The guilt was
almost overwhelming, but she tried to focus on what Denise had been
saying, right before they’d thrown her out of the car. Denise said
Mark was lying, and Meggie knew he was. So, maybe, just maybe, Mark
was lying about what Tommy had said. She tried to get herself under
control, at least a little.

The scenario, that was key. Change her
mindset, change the outcome, that’s what Dr. Sampson had said. So,
she was in a car with five big men who wanted to hurt her. What
other scenario could she move this to where she’d somehow have a
better chance? Nothing came to her.

“They’re still behind us,” Ian said.

“Whatever.” Mark’s voice was dismissive. “Car
full of chicks. We can handle them.”

“I’d rather lose them,” Eddie snapped. “Mark,
we’re off the plan.”

“It’ll be fine.” Mark hugged Meggie. “Won’t
it, honey bunny?”

Meggie’s face was still buried in Quirrel.
She couldn’t answer, just shook her head.

“Dude, Pastor Bill is not going to go
for it if she’s like this,” Jim called from the front. “He thinks
she’s been kidnapped by Reid. If she’s not acting thrilled to be
with you, he’s gonna balk.”

“We’ll handle it.” Mark sounded very
confident.

“Getting off the highway,” Nolan shared. “I
think we can lose them on the surface streets.”

Meggie forced herself to look around. They
were leaving the interstate. She looked behind. She could see a car
behind them, a few lengths back, that looked vaguely familiar. She
wasn’t sure, but it looked like Jennie Moraga in the driver’s seat.
There were four heads in the car. So maybe Denise was in there? She
squinted, but before she could be sure, Mark forced her to turn
around.

They wound through streets that, at another
time, Meggie would have loved to look at. She’d never been to New
Orleans but had always wanted to visit. This wasn’t the kind of
visit she’d ever imagined.

They were embroiled in traffic fast. She
looked behind and couldn’t spot the car she thought Jennie was
driving.

“How’s she doing?” Nolan asked. “Even stuck
in traffic we’re going to get into the Quarter pretty fast.”

Mark examined her. “I think Plan B is
probably a good idea.”

“Plan B?”

Mark grinned at her while Ian handed him his
medical bag. “That’s where I give you something that makes you feel
all happy, honey bunny.”

Meggie felt the terror settle into her
stomach. Drugged, she’d be in Mark’s complete control. She flung
herself over the seat, landing on her back on the seat in between
Ian and Eddie.

“Nice,” Eddie said. “We’ll hold her. Mark,
hurry it up.”

Mark was filling a hypodermic and Meggie’s
terror went into overdrive. But this was different. This wasn’t
guilt-based fear – this was survival. And it was familiar.

She flashed back to the reason Tommy had
started taking martial arts. She’d gone to a college frat party
when she was still in high school. A stupid choice, made more so by
the fact that she’d been trapped in a room, by several of the
brothers, with gang rape clearly in mind. She’d fought and screamed
and Tommy, being Tommy, had followed her and managed to get her out
safely, mostly by talking and threatening, not using force.

Afterwards, Craig had given her quite the
lecture, but the key point of it was that if she was in that kind
of situation again, screaming and fighting were good – being docile
and hoping they wouldn’t hurt you were not.

So, this wasn’t the end of all her hopes and
dreams. This was gang rape. And she’d survived this before.

The car stopped. “We’re not going anywhere
for a few minutes,” Nolan said, sounding frustrated.

“That’s fine,” Mark replied. “Easier to
administer a shot when we’re stationary.”

No time like the present. Due to how she’d
flipped over, her feet were up. Meggie waited, aimed, and, as Mark
moved towards her, kicked one foot towards the needle and one
towards his head.

Both connected and Mark bellowed. She flung
her legs over her head just as Nolan inched the car forward. Ian
lost his hold on her and she was on her knees on the floor. Eddie
made a fist, but Meggie slammed hers into his groin. He shouted and
buckled, and she hit him in the nose as hard as she could. She
screamed, kicked, and clawed with her free hand, still holding onto
Quirrel with her other.

She grabbed her purse and slammed it against
Ian’s head. He grabbed at it, meaning both his hands were occupied.
She opened the door just before Nolan hit the lock button. Meggie
rolled out of the car, scrambled to her feet, and ran like
crazy.

She heard Mark and Eddie shouting behind her,
but didn’t look back. Her pumps were low and had a thick heel, so
they weren’t a hindrance. She ran through the cars, headed towards
wherever they were going, just her and Quirrel, alone and in
danger.

Meggie wanted to stop, ask someone for help,
but she knew better. One glance down told her she was bedraggled at
best. Mark and his friends looked normal and would sound normal.
She looked and would sound crazy. No one was going to help her.

So, she was going to have to help
herself.
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The phone went dead
and Tom wanted to throw it again. “Denise is right. I think
Meggie’s bought into the idea she responsible for killing my
parents somehow.” His throat caught and he had to stop
speaking.

“What did Mark say?” Jack asked quietly.
“That made you shout it wasn’t true, I mean.”

“He told her I said I hated her and would
never forgive her.” Tom felt like his world was falling down around
him.

“She won’t believe that,” Raquel said
dismissively.

“She might,” Denise said slowly. They were
still on speakerphone, so everyone in Jennie’s car had heard his
side of the conversation with Mark. “He’s had a lot of time to work
on her.”

“A few minutes,” Jennie protested. “That’s
nothing compared to years.”

“Years spent with Meggie thinking she’s
killed Tom’s parents,” Jack reminded them. “That’s a lot easier to
manipulate. I’m sure a part of her believes you’d hate her for it,
Tom.”

He nodded. “She told me she didn’t want to
tell anyone what she’d done in case….” He swallowed. “In case they
could tell her it was true.”

“And Mark has. And he’s had however long they
were dating and engaged to work on this, too.” Denise sounded
furious. “Tom, you’re sure there’s no way she could have done
something, right?”

“Right. No way at all.”

“She thinks she has,” Jack said. “In Meggie’s
mind, she’s responsible. I’m sure it’s irrational, which makes it
harder to break, harder to fix. But she believes.” He shook his
head. “Tom, you’re going to have more to do than just getting her
away from Mark and his pals.”

“I know. But getting her to safety is the
first concern.” Tom wanted to do something, anything. The love of
his life was being terrorized and mentally tortured, and for all
she knew, he hated her.

He tried calling her again. Maybe if she
could hear her phone ringing it would help her. It went straight to
voicemail. He tried Mark’s phone, same thing. “They’ve turned their
phones off.”

“Figures,” Jack muttered. “Can’t track with
them off, can’t reach Meggie in any way. They’ve been planning this
for a while, haven’t they?”

“It was supposed to be this weekend,” Tom
said. “They’ve just moved the location because we came out
here.”

“Off the freeway,” Jennie said. “Heading on
Poydras, towards the Quarter.”

“Got it,” Jack said. “I think Randall’s
behind us, anyone got him on the line?”

“Ophelia does,” Jennie said. She cursed in
Spanish. She’d been doing that a lot, not that Tom blamed her. “Bad
traffic. They’re way ahead of us.”

“Are there churches where they could get
married in the French Quarter?” Tom asked.

“Probably,” Ophelia said. “But last minute? I
doubt it.”

“They have a pastor waiting, they clearly
think they can get married,” Jennie countered.

“Maybe so, but you don’t need a church to get
married.” Tom forced himself to think some more. “I was hoping to
figure out where they’d be taking her. But I’ve never been here
before.”

“It’s New Orleans,” Raquel said. “They could
get married in the middle of Bourbon Street and all anyone would do
is suggest Meggie lift her top up to get beads.”

“Mija, you’re not helping,” Jennie
snapped. “Their car is big, we still have it in view. We won’t lose
them.” Jennie didn’t sound convinced, of course.

“No worries,” Jack said. “I went to college
at Tulane. It was more than a few years ago now, but the streets
don’t change.” He sighed. “Not that I have a clue as to where they
have this pastor stashed.”

“They’re heading for the Quarter for sure,”
Denise said. “I don’t think they said that to throw me off the
scent and besides, they’re turning on what I think is Saint
Charles.”

“The Quarter’s not that big,” Jack said. “Big
enough, but not so big we can’t cover it. We have at least three
carloads of people and they only have one.”

Tom’s phone rang. “Hello?”

“Tom, what’s going on?” It was Craig, and he
sounded angry.

“Where are you?”

“At the New Orleans airport. We landed and
were greeted by your admin, your receptionist and, if I’ve
understood it correctly, your potential client from Japan. Is this
your idea of a joke? Was all that crap about Tanner just to get us
freaked out?”

Tom snapped. “No, it wasn’t,” he snarled.
“Your entire family set up a reason for some lowlife to target
Meggie and you never once told her or me about it. We’re in
trouble, and if this is your idea of helping, get back on the plane
and go the hell back to Chicago.”

“Let me talk to my sister.”

“I wish.” Tom was so angry and upset he was
shaking.

Jack reached over and took his phone. “Hi,
this is Jack Howard. New friend of Tom and Meggie’s. Don’t give a
damn who you are. No, don’t care that you’re her brother. We’re in
that ‘if you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the
problem’ phase of this particularly fun weekend.”

Tom could hear Craig snarling, but Jack just
snorted. “Hardly. Look, you want the truth? Here’s the truth. Tom
had no choice but to leave Meggie alone with fifty other women on
an estate we were assured was secured. It wasn’t. The bastards
snatched Meggie and took my wife, too, but they dumped her out in
an area filled with alligators. No, strangely enough, I’m
not making that up. We’re dealing with men who have one goal
on their minds, and, as Tom so succinctly put it, it’s because all
of you set it up so nicely for them.”

Jack was quiet, but his eyes were narrowed.
Then he snorted again.

“What’s he saying?” Tom asked quietly.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Yes, thanks so much
for your concern. Yes, she’s okay because there are a group of us
who are handling it, as best we can. And, here’s a surprise – we’re
not fucking blaming Tom for any of it!” He bellowed the last part.
Jack looked over his shoulder. “Sorry about that, Raquel.”

“Like I haven’t heard the word before,” she
said, matching Jack’s eye rolling.

“Yes,” Jack said to Craig, a little more
nicely. “We would like your help, as long as all the
bullshit recriminations stay turned off. I realize you’re her
family. From what I know, you’re all he’s got, too. Yes, uh huh?
Well, here’s an idea – if he really is like your ‘other
brother’ maybe you could offer help and guidance, instead of blame
and stress. Either that, or he ignores your calls from now on. You
pick.”

Jack was quiet for a few long seconds. “Good.
Finally, a helpful idea. Hang on, I’m going to give you my wife’s
cell phone number. Call her, she has the full make, model and
license of the car Meggie’s in. She can also describe Meggie’s
kidnappers. Yes, I said kidnappers. Well, what the hell do you
think we call men who grab two women off an estate and spirit them
away? Right, exactly, so nice to know the police in your state
understand the concept. Yeah, I am a smartass. I’m also
probably about your age, so stop trying to intimidate me. It’s
never going to work, and it’s wasting your time and my
patience.”

Jack listed a phone number. “Denise Howard.
Oh, and my wife suffers crap from fools with less grace and charm
than I do, so watch yourself. The Family Mart lawyer has probably
already called this in, by the way, but do whatever it is you can
to get it bumped up to top level.” He laughed. “Yeah, same to you.”
He handed the phone back to Tom.

“You still there?” Tom asked, wondering what
Craig’s reactions to all this were going to be.

“Yeah, I am.” Craig sounded a lot calmer.
“Look, Tom…I’m sorry. We’re all on edge, we’re all afraid, and,
believe me, we’re really clear that we all screwed up. We should
have told you about this when we met Tanner and decided we didn’t
like him. You know, before they got engaged and we all pretended to
like him because we thought Meggie was happy.”

“Craig, listen, there’s more.”

“Oh, fabulous. What else?”

“I called Mark before he turned his and
Meggie’s cell phones off. Mark told me that Meggie was responsible
for my parents’ death. And she believes it. Denise was with her
when he first brought it up, and she’s sure Meggie’s bought into
it. To my knowledge, there’s no way. So…is there something else you
all haven’t told me?”

Craig was silent for a long moment. “Um,
sorry. Say that again?”

“Meggie thinks she killed my parents. Mark
told me this, and then told her I hated her for it. I’m pretty sure
she believes him.”

“How in the world could she think something
like that?”

“I don’t know. Then again, I didn’t know she
was worth five million dollars on the hoof, so to speak, so that’s
why I’m asking you to tell me the truth.”

“Hang on.” Craig called to Meggie’s father,
and Tom heard a fast and urgent conversation. There was a beep on
the phone. He figured it was Marlene and decided he could call
back. “No way in the world,” Craig said. Tom let out the breath
he’d been holding. “She had no means, no opportunity, and less than
no reason. She adored your parents. Whatever it is she thinks she’s
done, it isn’t real.”

“Jack thinks it’s an irrational fear. She’s
terrified of flying, more so now that she’s been with Mark, by the
way. That fear is irrational, especially since it was my parents
who died, not hers, so we think that maybe this fear has an
irrational base somewhere, too.”

“Could be. Also, if she believes she’s done
this, then she might cooperate with Tanner, because she doesn’t
think she deserves better.”

“Yeah, I figured things could still get
worse.” He closed his eyes. “Craig…I don’t know what to do.”

“It’s okay, Tommy-Boy.” Craig’s tone was very
gentle. “You’re not alone. We’re all here and you have friends with
you, at least one who’s got that ‘don’t pick on my buddy or you
answer to me’ thing going strong. You’ll be okay. You’re the brain,
remember? You’ll think of something, and it’ll work.”

“I hope so.”

“Me, too. Okay, I’m going to call Howard’s
wife and start a higher level APB than the lawyer was probably able
to do. Then we’re getting a car and heading to where you are. Which
is?”

“Heading into the French Quarter.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“No. It’s crowded, the traffic is terrible,
and we have no guess as to where they’re headed, but wherever it
is, they have a pastor waiting to perform a fast and undoubtedly
legally-binding marriage.”

Craig cursed. “Great. What do we tell the
Japanese guy?”

“Follow whatever Marlene and Julie are doing
and saying. Sightseeing tour, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t care
about the stupid business deal. I care about getting her back,
safely.”

“Got it. And…we’ll follow Marlene. Keep us
posted, we’ll do the same.”

Tom hung up and rubbed his forehead. “Can it
get any worse?” He remembered he’d missed a call and looked at it.
Not a number he knew. “Is area code five-oh-four familiar to
anyone?”

“It’s the area code for New Orleans,” Ophelia
replied. “Why?”

“Because someone from that area code just
called me.”
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Meggie ran. There was
grass in the middle of the road, and she headed for it. As she did
she saw a trolley. The last person was getting on. She managed to
put on a burst of speed and reached it just as the doors were about
to close.

She jumped onto the platform. A middle-aged,
heavy-set black man stared at her from the conductor’s chair. “Help
me,” she gasped out. “Please, please, help me.” She looked behind
her – she could see all the guys other than Nolan in the near
distance. “I don’t have any money, but they’re after me. They want
to hurt me. Please!”

The conductor looked where she was. “This a
prank?”

“No, please.” Meggie started to cry. “Help
me, I can’t run any farther right now.”

Mark was shouting something and he and the
others looked angry. “Not on my shift,” the conductor muttered. He
closed the doors, put the trolley in gear, and they started off.
“What’s going on?”

At this point, she had nothing but the truth
to go with. “They kidnapped me. One of them is my ex-fiancé. He
won’t believe that we’re through, and he’s trying to force me to
marry him.”

“You alone here?”

“No, I have…friends…somewhere. But the guys
after me have my purse and my phone in their car.” Wherever that
was now.

The conductor pulled a phone out of his
pocket. “Call your friends.”

Meggie’s hands shook. The only person here
whose number she knew was Tommy. She was terrified of what he’d
say, but she had no choice. She dialed his number. It rang twice
and went to voicemail. She dialed again, same thing. She tried one
more time then left a message. “Tommy, it’s Meggie. I’m so sorry. I
didn’t do it on purpose. Please forgive me, please. They’re
after me and I’m so scared.” She sobbed and tried to think of what
to tell him. “I’m somewhere in New Orleans.” That wasn’t a help,
and the phone announced that her message was completed. She handed
the phone back to the conductor. “He didn’t answer.”

“He’s probably trying to call you,” the man
said kindly. “You want me to call the police?”

She shook her head. “They’ll talk their way
out of it. One of them is a lawyer, he’ll make me sound crazy.” She
looked at her reflection in the glass. “And the police will believe
him because I look crazy.”

“You look crazy scared,” the conductor said
as they came to a stop and more people got on. They all stared at
Meggie, but no one said anything other than pleasant hello’s to the
conductor. He watched in his rearview mirror. “They’re not caught
up yet, but I’m sure they’re still coming.”

“How far does this go?”

“You can get off on Canal Street or
Bienville.”

“Where’s that? I’ve never been here
before.”

“Canal’s just outside the French Quarter,
Bienville’s a little closer in.”

Meggie gulped. “They wanted to get me into
the French Quarter.”

He shook his head. “To do God knows what to
you, I’m sure. Look, let me call the police. You stay in the train
with me.”

There were four of them on foot, five if
Nolan had left the car, and the conductor wasn’t in any physical
shape to deal with one of them, let alone more. Maybe it was her
fault all those people had died, but she could make sure nothing
happened to him.

“No. I…I’ll think of something.” She cuddled
Quirrel and tried to relax enough to think.

“What’s that?” the conductor asked as they
started off again.

“This is Quirrel.” She held it out to him.
“Tommy made him for me when…we were younger.”

“Looks sort of…familiar.”

“It’s the logo for our company, The Plush
Life Toy Company.” Talking about work seemed so normal, it was a
relief.

“You make stuffed animals?”

This was a consumer, not someone in the
trade. “Yes, we do.”

“That’s why. My daughters have your toys.
Don’t look like real animals, right? But still awfully cute?”

“Yeah, that’s our specialty.”

“So, Tommy, the man you called – he’s your
partner?”

“He owns Plush Life. And he’s my best
friend.” Her throat was tight. “And I love him so much, and he’ll
never love me back now.”

“Because of those jerks chasing you?”

She shook her head. “Because I…I did a bad
thing. A long time ago. I didn’t mean to, but it was all my
fault.”

They drew to another stop. “Saint Charles
stop,” he called. He looked back at her. “This is Canal. You got
about two more blocks to decide if you’re staying with me or not.”
People got on, some got off.

Meggie stuck her head out. No sign of Mark or
the others. “I’ll go on until Bienville.”

They started off. Sure enough, two and a half
blocks later, they stopped again. “You’re on Royal, now. You follow
it into the Quarter. Lots of police in the Quarter, you find one
and get him to protect you.”

“I will.”

“You sure you don’t want to stay with me?” He
sounded like he wanted her to say ‘yes’, but she knew she
couldn’t.

Meggie squeezed his shoulder. “No, but thank
you so much. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.” She kissed
his cheek, went down the steps, and walked off, following his
directions.

She was about a hundred yards away when she
heard the trolley’s bells going off like crazy. Someone was
shouting her name, too. Mark must have caught up and the conductor
was trying to warn her.

Meggie never looked back, she just started
running again.
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Tom dialed the missed
call.

“Hello?” A man’s voice, heavy New Orleans
accent.

“Hi, this is Tom Reid. I believe you tried to
call me?”

“You Meggie’s Tommy?”

“Yes! Where is she? Is she okay?”

“Hang on.” Tom heard an outrageous clanging
and then the man shouting Meggie’s name. “Damn it! I’m sorry, I
wanted her to stay with me, but she wouldn’t do it. I was hoping
she’d hear me and come back, but I think she got spooked. She’s run
off.”

“What’s going on? Where is she? Who are
you?”

“My name is Marvin, I work the streetcar.
Your Meggie ran onto my car, with four big, white guys after her.
She was spent, just made it, really. We got ahead of them, but I’m
sure they’re still coming. She used my phone to try to call you,
but had to leave a voicemail.”

Tom wanted to scream and slam his head
against the dashboard but controlled the impulse. “Where’s she
headed?”

“Into the Quarter. She was on Royal last I
saw her but no telling where she’s gonna go. She’s got no plan,
just running on pure terror that I saw.” Marvin cleared his throat.
“She said she loved you so much but that she didn’t think you’d
love her back any more.”

“Why?” Tom knew his voice sounded like
lead.

“Said she’d done something bad a long time
ago. Said she didn’t mean to. Hang on.” Marvin’s voice sounded
tight. “Damn it! I’d swear I just saw one of those boys who was
after her.”

“Where are you, exactly?”

“Royal and Bienville. I can’t stay. Could
have if she’d let me call the police, but she wouldn’t.”

“Why not?” Tom covered the mouthpiece. “Jack,
Royal and Bienville.” Jack nodded and flung the car into a left
turn. Tom didn’t pay attention to what street they were on.

“Said those boys had a lawyer with them, that
they’d talk their way out of it and get her carted off for being
crazy. She’s not looking too good, I can see her point, though I
think the police would side with her.”

Tom heard the trolley bell, this time it
sounded normal. “You leaving?”

“Have to.” Marvin cleared his throat again.
“My daughters love your stuffed animals. Hope you find your girl –
she needs you.”

“She still has Quirrel with her?”

“If that’s the first toy you ever made, for
her specifically, and it’s your company logo, yes, she still has
it. Holding it like her life depends on it, too.”

“It might.”

“Well, she’s got no purse, no money, nothing
but that toy on her. She’s in real trouble. Not sure how a stuffed
animal’s gonna save the day.”

“No idea, but Quirrel’s saved the day before.
And I’m going to find her.”

“You’d better. No woman deserves what’s
happening to her.”

“True. Marvin, thank you. If you see her
again, please…tell her I love her and I’m not angry with her. She
didn’t do anything wrong, she just thinks she did.”

“Will do. Good luck.”

They hung up and Tom dialed his voicemail.
Hearing Meggie’s voice didn’t make him feel any better, since she
sounded terrified and hysterical and was begging him to forgive
her. He saved the message, just in case, then caught the others up
on his conversation with Marvin.

“She’s alive and not in their clutches, or at
least she wasn’t a few minutes ago,” Jack said. “That’s
something.”

“And we have a decent idea of where she is,”
Denise added.

“She a good runner?” Raquel asked.

“She’s fair,” Tom replied. “Why?”

“Well, she’s running in a dress and heels.
That streetcar driver said she was tired, right? So how much more
could she have in her?”

“Running in heels hurts,” Rachel agreed from
the other car.

“Not helping,” Jack said archly.

“Well, we need to figure they’re going to
catch her, or she’s going to try to find somewhere to hide and
rest,” Raquel said, exasperation with the slow adults showing. “And
if she’s trying to hide, Bourbon Street will always have the most
people on it and everyone knows about Bourbon Street, even if
you’ve never been to New Orleans before.”

Jack and Tom exchanged a look. “Makes sense,”
Tom said.

“I think I see their car,” Denise said.
“We’ll follow it, you guys see if you can spot Meggie in the
Quarter.”

“Raquel, stay with Jack and Tom,” Jennie said
sternly.

Raquel sighed. “Yes, Mom, I will.”

“They need your help,” Jennie added. “You’ve
been here many times before. Meggie and Tom haven’t. You might
think of something the men don’t.”

“She’s right,” Jack said. “Again,” he
added.

“Geez, I wasn’t planning to run off the
second we got out of the car.” Raquel made an exasperated sound.
“So, are we staying on the phone?”

“No,” Tom said slowly. “We need to be able to
call each other, and we also need to have lines free, just in
case.”

“My battery’s running down,” Rachel
added.

Raquel checked her phone. “Mine’s okay, but
yeah, call when we find something, right?”

“Right,” Jennie said. “Same with Dad and your
brothers. They’ve found a parking place and are going to start on
foot.”

They all hung up as Jack drove slowly down
the street, Tom and Raquel looking for signs of Meggie or the men
after her, all of them looking for a place to park.

They found one on the street by the Acme
Oyster and Seafood Restaurant. “Should this turn out well, we’re
eating here,” Jack said. “Best oysters around.”

“Glad you can think of a positive outcome,”
Tom said with a sigh.

Jack grabbed him by the shoulders and shook
him. “Listen to me. Right now, Mark and his pals feel confident, so
they’re going to act confident. If you don’t get your mind focused
on us succeeding, in us winning, then we’re going to lose.”

“This isn’t football or baseball.”

Jack shook him again. “No. This is life and
death. Meggie’s counting on one person in this entire world to help
her, and it’s you. If you don’t believe you’re going to get to her
in time to save her, in time to help her, then we’re going to fail.
And that means you’re going to fail her. Now, what’s it going to
be?”

“It’s like chess,” Raquel said.

Both men looked at her. “Excuse me?” Tom
asked.

She shrugged. “You can win the game even if
you only have, like, one pawn and your king, right?”

“Right.” Tom might not know golf, but he
certainly knew chess.

“So, it’s like that. Or any other game of
skill and strategy, like Risk or something. We have to outthink the
guys after Meggie and we have to think like her and like them.
That’s how you figure out what the next moves are going to be.”

Tom blinked. “You’re right.”

“So, what’s Mark’s next move?” Jack asked.
“And what’s Meggie’s?”

“Raquel, bad guys are chasing you,” Tom said.
“Your family’s nowhere around. What do you do?”

“I run for a cop or, since I’m here, I run
for a bouncer at a strip club.” She said this as if it were
obvious.

“What are the odds?” Jack asked.

“Good, very good. Meggie’s not going to run
for the police, she’s too afraid. So, let’s start checking the
clubs.” Tom felt better with some kind of plan, even if it was
suggested by a fourteen-year-old girl. Then again, said girl was
far calmer than any adult around, as near as he could tell.

“What about Mark?” Jack jerked his head and
they headed around the corner. Tom realized they were already on
Bourbon Street.

“No idea,” Tom admitted. “Find the girl, bend
her to your sadistic will.”

“Probably.” Jack managed a grin. “Let’s do
our best to thwart that plan. Raquel, you try to keep on thinking
like Meggie, like it was you in trouble, and Tom, you work on
coming up with what you know about Mark and his buddies that would
help us block them.”

“What are you going to be doing?”
Raquel asked.

Jack shot them a real grin. “I’m going to be
doing what managers have done since the dawn of time.
Supervising.”
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Royal wasn’t all that
crowded, at least not enough to hide her. Meggie risked a look over
her shoulder. She wasn’t positive, but someone far behind her
looked a lot like Eddie.

She grabbed the nearest person, a nicely
dressed older woman. “Excuse me, where’s Bourbon Street?”

The woman gave her an arch look. “I’m sure
you’ve had enough to drink already.”

Time was of the essence and while being nice
might work, being nasty was more likely at this point. “Which way?”
Meggie snarled.

The woman looked nervous, pointed to her
right, and Meggie ran. It was only a block away, and, just as she’d
always heard, Bourbon Street was packed with people.

Meggie slowed to a walk, some to blend in,
some because running was just going to mean bouncing off people.
There was some serious partying going on, and she had to force
herself to think. The timing was certainly right for Spring Breaks
of varying kinds, and since most of the people on the street looked
her age or younger, she figured she was right.

The biggest positive was that she wasn’t the
only person who looked messed up here. In fact, a glance in a
nearby window said she looked better than many. She did her best to
calm her hair, but without a brush, she wasn’t going to do much
there. She straightened her clothes and moved on.

While she walked she tried to formulate a
plan of any kind, no matter how pathetic. Short of stealing
someone’s cell phone and trying to call Tommy over and over again,
at this time, phones were out.

She looked around. Lots of revelers. Well,
she could always ask a group of college guys for help. Then again,
they’d all have more in common with Mark. And, God help her if they
were all in the same fraternity, or even just in a frat. Greeks
tended to stick together, and she was pretty much asking to be a
Jane Doe rape victim at this point.

Businesses? There were hotels, strip clubs,
bars, souvenir stores, even some nicer looking shops here. The
souvenir and nicer shops were out – she might get help, but she had
no purse and looked like a really nicely dressed bag lady, minus
any bags. Frankly, by holding Quirrel, only, Meggie knew she looked
like a basket case, and most shop owners and workers wanted basket
cases back onto the streets where they belonged.

Bars could work, but drunk people weren’t
always helpful people, and they were easily swayed by someone
buying them another drink. On the other hand, she could sit down at
a bar – her feet were killing her.

She considered taking her shoes off. Just
when she was about to go for it, she saw several younger guys throw
up on the street. So, that plan was now out. Stay in her shoes
until her feet bled and fell off, that was a plan she could stick
to.

Hotels seemed like a good choice, only, as
with the stores, Meggie didn’t feel confident in her appearance.
She might be able to mention Killian O’Rourke and get some help,
but she had no idea if Family Mart was on their side any more. For
all she knew, Tommy hadn’t answered her call because he was busy
tossing their things into the rental car and being run out of the
plantation. Plus, there was always the horrible possibility that
she’d be mistaken for a really pathetic hooker, or a high class one
who’d just hit the wrong John, and neither option spelled ‘safety’
to her.

This left the strip clubs. Not as crazy an
idea as it sounded. After all, most if not all of them had
bouncers, and bouncers were always big and male, and likely to at
least consider protecting her.

Meggie was open to the strip club plan, but
it wasn’t open to her. All of them required a cover charge to
enter. She might have been able to convince someone to let her in
anyway, but she figured she should see if one of them might let her
in without a cover. No such luck. She was now at a much quieter
part of the street, at the corner of Orleans and Bourbon. She
wondered if she should head back to start begging at each place
until someone took pity on her.

For Bourbon Street it was quiet and wasn’t
crowded, but it wasn’t silent and she wasn’t alone. There were a
variety of people around her. Some were tourists, but most looked
local. There was a cluster of people who looked rather permanent.
Several were young women, and all of them were dressed in a way
Meggie was pretty sure indicated their profession was
prostitution.

Behind and around them were some young men,
white, black, Mexican, at least, as far as she could tell. All of
these looked like they spent their time on the streets, in a
variety of pursuits, few or none of them legal. There were a couple
of bag ladies and bums sitting against the buildings, too.

These people all looked at her. None of them
looked threatening. None of them looked like they wanted to be
helpful, either. No matter, maybe they’d help if she asked.

Meggie cleared her throat and stepped closer
to them. “Excuse me. I’m in trouble.”

One of the hookers shrugged. “Call a
cop.”

“I…don’t think I can,” Meggie said. This was
true. She really didn’t believe the police were going to help her,
especially if Mark reached them first. “And I don’t have a
phone.”

Another of the hookers snorted. “Just use
your toy.”

Meggie felt her body start to tremble. “I
just need someplace to hide for a while.”

One of the men, a smaller black guy who was
just a little taller than she was cocked his head and narrowed his
eyes. Meggie could tell he was examining her. He looked a few years
older than she was. She turned to him. “Please.”

There was a step behind her. “Stop bothering
these nice people, honey bunny.”

Meggie froze. “M-Mark?”

He stepped around in front of her, between
her and the street people. “You’ve been a bad girl.” He was on his
phone. “Yeah, I found her. Get over here.”

She heard the sound of running feet and
looked around. All five of them were here. “I’m not going with
you,” she said as bravely as she could.

Mark shook his head. “I was nice. I let you
hold onto the stupid toy. That’s over now.” He reached out and
grabbed Quirrel. Meggie had to let go – if she held on, she knew
Quirrel would rip apart.

The tears came back instantly. “Please give
him back,” she sobbed.

“Don’t think so.” Mark grinned, and it was a
really evil, nasty grin.

Meggie jumped at him, clawing for Quirrel. He
laughed and tossed it. She spun and ran, but Eddie had Quirrel
now.

“You sure you want to marry this pathetic
nutcase?” Eddie asked as he tossed Quirrel to Ian.

“Well, she’s going to need some work,” Mark
said, as Ian tossed Quirrel to Nolan.

Meggie was running around, trying to catch
him before they could. But they were all taller than she was and
they were throwing him too high for her to have a chance.

“Please give him back to me,” she begged, as
Quirrel sailed from Nolan to Jim. “I’ll behave, I will. Just let me
have him back.”

The men were all laughing, the kind of mean
laughs bullies always use, while they taunted her and said things
that would have hurt her feelings if she’d liked any of them. They
also threatened things, which she had a sinking feeling they
planned to follow through on.

Meggie had been through this a lot when she
was younger – well, she’d watched Tommy and other kids go through
this kind of thing. She’d always tried to stop it, always been the
person who called the teachers or made the creeps stop.

Tommy had never played the game. He’d always
just stood there, waiting for them to get tired of it. Sometimes
the bullies destroyed what they’d taken from him, sometimes they
tossed it in water or mud, sometimes they took it, and sometimes
they’d dropped it and left. Tommy had never reacted that they saw,
any time.

Meggie wanted to be strong like that, but she
couldn’t. Quirrel was all she had, the only thing of her life left.
She couldn’t lose him. She was crying and grabbing at him as the
men tossed him through the air, but she couldn’t stop.

She also couldn’t go on. She was exhausted
and ready to drop. She was in the middle of their bully circle now
and just stood there, sobbing.

The black man who’d cocked his head at her
was closer now. She saw him examining each of the men carefully.
His eyes were still narrowed. He was in between Jim and Ian, in
that sense.

Mark laughed. “Honey bunny, I think we’re
going to destroy this thing of yours. What do you say?”

“No, please. Please don’t. Please let me have
him back. I’ll be good, I promise.” Meggie didn’t know what she’d
actually do if she lost Quirrel. The little bit of backbone that
had returned was long gone. She was surrounded and alone, only
indifferent strangers here to witness the end of her life as she
knew it.

The black tunnel was coming back – she could
feel it going around her. She stopped jumping for Quirrel as he
sailed over her head. She just stood there with the tears rolling
down her face. Tommy’s parents’ faces appeared to her. “I’m so
sorry,” she whispered to them. “I didn’t mean to. I guess I…deserve
this, don’t I?”

Quirrel was in the air, heading for Ian, when
the black man ran. He leaped into the air, much higher than it
looked like he’d be able to, grabbed Quirrel, and landed next to
her. He grabbed her hand. “Come on, girl.” Then he yanked her
along.

She went on autopilot. They ran for an alley
between Eddie and Mark, who were, she realized, spaced the farthest
apart. They grabbed but just missed her and she and the man ran on.
The man pulled her into a door halfway down and slammed it behind
them. The men after her pounded on the door. He threw the bolt and
kept her moving through wherever they were. Small abandoned
building, as near as she could make out.

“Hush,” he said, but it was in a kind tone.
He handed Quirrel to her. “Hold your animal thing and be quiet.” He
was holding her hand firmly, but not in a way that hurt. He looked
out a dirty, broken window. “Come on, quiet and fast, now.”

They stepped out into Bourbon Street. He ran
them across and down another alleyway. She heard shouting, from
Mark, she was pretty sure. They went into the back of a building.
There were people here, yelling at them. The man she was with
ignored them, dragged her through what looked like a kitchen, then
out a side door.

“Stop crying,” he told her.

“I’m trying to. I’m sorry, I’m so
scared.”

“I know, girl, but a black man dragging a
crying white girl is a recipe for police bullets, you got me?”

“Yes.” She did. He was helping her, she
didn’t want him to get hurt because of her. Meggie forced herself
to stop crying.

He pulled her into another building and did
the whole thing over again. They did this up and down the streets,
losing Mark and his friends for a while, being spotted, doing it
all again. Meggie had no idea where they were by the time they
reached an area that was more open. She thought she could see water
in the near distance.

The man ran them towards a set of tables.
There was an older, heavyset white man sitting there, with a lot of
chess boards in front of him. “Got a girl to hide, man,” the black
man said to him. “Under the table, girl. And stay quiet.”

“What’s her damage?” the man with the chess
sets asked.

“Looks like a frat prank, hard to really say.
Cover me, too.” He climbed under the table with her.

“You got it,” the other man drawled.

The tables were covered with long, opaque
plastic that hung down to the ground. They were both completely
hidden from view.

“What’s your name, girl?”

“Meggie,” she whispered.

“And who’s this?” he pointed to Quirrel.

“Quirrel.”

“Pleased to meet both of you. My name’s
Wylie.”

“Why are you helping me?”

He stared at her. “Because you needed
it.”

Meggie’s throat felt tight again. “Thank
you.”

Wylie put his arm around her. “I’ll take care
of you, girl. Now, hush, no crying, and be ready to run again if we
have to.”
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Midway through
Bourbon Street, a problem with Raquel’s strip club plan presented
itself. “They all want a cover charge,” Tom said. “Meggie doesn’t
have her purse, per Marvin. So she couldn’t have gotten in.”

“Would she have asked for help, you think?”
Jack asked.

Raquel shook her head. “There’s plenty more,
and she wouldn’t know if all of them charge a cover or not.”

“Let’s get to the end.” Tom took off as fast
as he could, which wasn’t as fast as he’d like. There were a lot of
people on the street. As they reached the corner of Bourbon and
Orleans, though, the crowd thinned out a bit. He looked around.
There was a clutch of people who looked like they lived here, right
on this corner.

He went to them. “Excuse me, I’m looking for
a girl.”

One of the young women who he was pretty sure
was both a hooker and maybe sixteen sauntered over to him. “Got a
girl right here, mister.”

Tom shook his head. “Specific girl. She’s
small, about your size, in a nice dress, or at least a dress that
used to be nice, and pumps. She probably had a stuffed animal with
her. And she was probably crying, or looked like she had been.”

The hooker looked at him suspiciously. “Don’t
know anything about that.” The way she said it, he didn’t believe
her.

“Please, she’s in trouble. She needs our
help.”

The girl shrugged. “Lots of people in
trouble.”

Jack made a disgusted sound from behind him.
“How much for a trick?”

“Twenty bucks.” The way she said this, Tom
got the impression she’d raised her prices considerably.

“Fine.” Jack pulled out his wallet. “You tell
us where the girl is, we give you twenty bucks.”

“She don’t know, don’t waste your money.” One
of the younger men hanging around this corner came over. “Now, me,
I know where your girl’s gone.”

The rest of the street people here got
involved. Supposedly they all knew where Meggie was and would share
for the right payout.

Tom looked around. There was a bag lady
sitting against a wall. She shook her head at the crowd, then
looked straight at him. Tom extracted himself and went to her. “Can
you help me? Please?” He squatted down, so they were
eye-to-eye.

“She asked us the same thing,” the bag lady
said. “Then five big white boys surrounded her. Took her little toy
from her and threw it, playing keep-away. They laughed when she
cried.”

“Where did they take her?” He could barely
get the words out.

“They didn’t. Wylie, he grabbed the toy,
grabbed the girl, and they ran.”

“Who’s Wylie?”

“Oh, he’s one of us. Lives ‘round here. He
makes do with a little stealing, a little dealing, you know.”

Tom didn’t, but he chose not to share this.
“Will Wylie help her?”

“Wylie don’t like to see girls get hurt so
much. That’s why he hangs here, looks after the little girls. They
got no pimp, got no house, so they got no one watching out for them
at all.”

So Wylie was a protector, of a kind. He was
protecting Meggie, so that made him a saint in Tom’s eyes. “Where
would he take her?”

“Well, they had to run. Those boys were after
them right off. Wylie’s got a lot of exits, though. He don’t get
caught, you know?”

“Good to hear, but she’s tired. She can’t run
forever. So, where would he take her, once he realized that?”

“Tante Madia’s.” An old man who looked like a
bum shuffled over. “That’s where Wylie takes the head cases.”

Tom considered what Meggie would have looked
and sounded like by the time she reached this corner. “That makes
sense. Who is this Tante Madia and where can I find him?”

“Her,” the bag lady corrected. “She a voodoo
queen. Got a little place off behind Lafitte’s Blacksmith
Shop.”

“It’s hidden,” the bum said. “You have to be
called to find Tante Madia.”

“But Wylie knows where this place is?” Tom
asked.

“Sure he do,” the bag lady said.

“Can you take us there?” Tom wasn’t sure if
they’d move fast enough, but they’d wasted so much time already
searching for her, he was willing to carry them if they’d show him
where Meggie was.

They both shook their heads. “It’s against
her rules.” The bag lady patted his hand. “If your motives are
pure, you’ll find her.”

“Where’s this blacksmith shop?”

“I know,” Raquel said from behind him. “Let’s
get going.”

Tom reached for his wallet. Both the bag lady
and the bum shook their heads. “She your girl? The one you’re
after, I mean,” the bag lady asked.

“Yes. I love her, she loves me. The men after
her, they just want to hurt her.”

“Then, go get her. You can come back when you
find her.” The bum grinned. He had two teeth on top, three on the
bottom. “Come back with some crème de menthe if you find her.”

“You got it. And thank you.” Tom dragged Jack
out of the clutch of street people. “Thanks for the distraction. We
have the info, let’s go.”

They took off. “You know, I don’t think those
girls were any older than Raquel,” Jack said with a mixture of
sadness and disgust.

“Probably not. The man who watches over them,
so to speak, took Meggie.”

“So she’s with a pimp?” Jack sounded
horrified.

“No.” Tom explained what the bag lady and bum
had told him while they ran after Raquel, who was in the lead. They
were still on Bourbon Street.

“So she found help,” Jack said as they
reached the blacksmith shop. “That’s a relief.”

“Won’t be if we can’t find this Tante Madia,”
Tom said.

“Here it is,” Raquel called. Right behind the
blacksmith shop which was, Tom realized, now actually a very active
bar.

He and Jack joined Raquel. “It’s a pretty
legible sign,” Jack said finally. “What was with all the mysterious
crap?”

“Who knows?” Tom said. “Who cares?”

The sign indicated they needed to go up a
long, dark, and narrow staircase which was also quite rickety. He
went first, then Raquel, Jack bringing up the rear. They reached
the top and Tom opened a rickety door and stepped inside onto a
rickety floor. Rickety was this place’s entire theme. Dark was the
clear sub-theme.

The rest of the area they were in was set up
to ensure you thought you were heading into Voodoo Central.
Pictures of creepy things, Tarot cards plastered on the walls, some
stuffed cockerels hanging from the ceiling, other things he didn’t
bother to identify. Clearly, O’Rourke wasn’t the only one out here
who really bought into the whole haunted and mysterious thing.
There was a set of hanging beads functioning as a barrier to what
he figured was the next room.

“Nice place,” Jack muttered.

“Hush,” Raquel said. “You don’t have the
right attitude.”

“The child speaks the truth.” The voice was a
woman’s, magnified and sounding eerie. Tom was pretty sure her
voice was filtering through a sound system of some kind. “Why have
you come to seek enlightenment?”

Tom sighed. “We’re looking for Wylie and
Meggie, the girl he’s helping.”

There was a significant pause. “We have no
knowledge of this. Your minds are unsettled, your way is lost. What
do you seek?”

“We seek the girl I love who’s been
kidnapped, mentally and emotionally tortured, and is about to be
forced to marry the man doing said torture.”

“Why do you come to Tante Madia for this? Our
ways are not the ways of the police.”

“We aren’t cops,” Jack said, sounding tired
and frustrated.

“Go to them for your problem. Tante Madia
will not help you.”

Tom lost it. “Look, she’s in trouble, big
trouble. Stop with the ridiculous mumbo jumbo. You’ve got video
cameras all over this place, you can see us, and within two minutes
I can both tell you how you’re wired for sound and dismantle it.
The bag lady said Wylie would take a head case here, and they’ve
pretty much made her a head case, so we’re here. Now, where is
she?”

“I’m willing to bring the cops here,” Jack
added. “I’m sure you’re paid up and all that, but I’m also sure we
could create problems for you.”

“You’re gonna piss her off,” Raquel hissed.
“She’s a voodoo queen!”

“She’s a charlatan,” Tom said. “This is a
con.” He shook his head. “Tante Madia, I’ll give you a choice. You
can help us, or we can call Meggie’s brother, who’s a cop down here
from Chicago, tell him we think you’re harboring a kidnap victim,
and let the police tear your place apart. What would you like?”

A tall, black woman he put somewhere in her
forties walked through the beads and into the antechamber. She was
wearing a red, patterned turban, and a flowing dark red robe with a
lot of symbols on it. “You’re a real prick, aren’t you?” she
asked.

“The girl I’ve loved since seventh grade is
being systematically tortured by her ex-fiancé. She’s worth money
to him. So, pardon me for not being Johnny Sunshine. The bag lady
said Wylie would take Meggie here. Tell her it’s Tommy and I’m not
upset with her, because she’s done nothing wrong.”

Tante Madia examined him, then the others.
Finally, she sighed and shook her head. “Come with me.” She went
back through the beads and they followed.

The room they went to again looked like what
you’d expect from a TV or movie voodoo/fortune teller set up. In
addition to the décor theme carried in from the antechamber, there
was a lot of red and black velvet. There were also three small,
round tables. One had a crystal ball, one a pack of Tarot cards,
the last a teapot and cup.

“You’re all set, aren’t you?” Tom asked,
probably with too much sarcasm, at least if the dirty look Tante
Madia shot him was any indication. “Look, where’s Meggie? She needs
me.”

“She might, but she’s not here.” Tante Madia
sat down and indicated they should sit as well.

“If she’s not here, we need to leave,” Jack
said.

Tante Madia shook her head. “If it is as you
said, Wylie may bring her to me. Tell me why I should help her…or
you?”

“She’s in trouble –” Tom started.

Tante Madia put up her hand. “I want all of
it. Not just the current situation, but all that’s happened to
bring this about. From the beginning.”

“The beginning might be seventh grade,” Tom
said desperately. “We don’t have time.”

“It seems that you do,” Tante Madia
countered. “If she is with Wylie, she is somewhat safe. You have no
idea where she is. I may be able to find her, but you must tell me
everything.”

“Do it,” Raquel said urgently. “She’s famous
here. She’s the real deal.”

Jack sat down. “Go for it, Tom. We can use
the rest, and the others are still on the streets looking for
Meggie anyway. I already know. Raquel, I’m sure some of what he’ll
say your parents already guessed, but just in case, can you keep a
secret?”

“Sure.” She shrugged. “I mean, we know Tom
and Meggie aren’t really married. Mom and Dad made us promise not
to tell already.”

“They did?” Tom knew he didn’t hide the shock
in his voice.

“Yeah. They like you, and they said it was
pretty obvious you two were really in love with each other. Mom
said she figured you two were going to get married right away, so
why lose Family Mart?”

“Oh.” Tante Madia shook her head. “It’s
related to them. Figures. Really, spill it.”

“You know about Family Mart’s…policies?” Tom
asked.

“Know, wonder about, have dealt with others
over the years affected by them. It’s good for business, in that
sense.” She smiled, revealing a set of good, white teeth. “But it’s
also good for making people do things they wouldn’t normally.”

“Like lie.”

Tante Madia laughed out loud. “People lie all
the time. But there are bigger problems caused by desperate
attempts to look ‘perfect’ in the eyes of a benevolent madman.”

“True enough.” Tom sighed. “Of course, there
were a couple of good days because of it, too.”
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Meggie heard Mark and
Eddie shouting to each other. She trembled, but Wylie hugged her.
It wasn’t the same as Tommy holding her, but it was still
comforting.

“Hey, man, have you seen a pretty white girl
being dragged off by a sleazy black guy?” The voice was Mark’s, and
it was clear he was talking to the man playing chess.

“No one like that’s played with me today,”
the chess man replied.

“He didn’t ask if they’d played with you,”
Eddie snarled. “He asked if you’d seen his girl.”

“I only see the people who play with me. If
you want to play, it’s five dollars a game.”

“Why would we want to play chess, let alone
with you?” Jim asked.

“That’s the only way I talk to most people.
Now, if you don’t want to play, stop blocking the tourists.”

“Come on,” Ian said disgustedly. “They’re not
here.”

“What if they’re under the table?” Nolan
asked uncertainly. Meggie managed to stay silent.

“Dipshit here would have noticed that.
Right?” Mark sounded like he was looking elsewhere. “Bet they
headed back to his corner. Let’s check there.”

“Nice talking to you,” the chess man called.
“Stay put,” he said quietly. They were under there for a good ten
minutes, during which time the chess man called to people to come
play against him. Meggie realized he was some sort of chess
champion, at least by what he was saying. People came by and
chatted with him, but no one played.

Finally, the chess man chuckled. “Stay put
still. There were police nearby when the frat thugs left. They’ve
come back into the square several times. I think they’ve given up,
but we’ll give it a few more minutes.”

“Thank you,” Meggie whispered. She was fine
staying – hiding under the table meant she didn’t have to move.

“Always happy to have a pretty girl hiding
under my table,” he said with another chuckle.

They waited another five minutes, and the
chess man declared the coast clear. Wylie looked at her. “How long
you been running, girl?”

“I don’t know any more. My feet hurt. A
lot.”

He nodded. “Okay, I know where we’re heading.
Still clear?” he asked the chess man.

“Yes, indeed.”

“Stay put,” Wylie said. He crawled out and
stood up. He indicated it was safe for Meggie to do the same. “Stay
here for a minute. I want to check something.” He trotted off.
Meggie felt alone and exposed.

“Come back any time you need, or if you just
want to test your skills,” the chess man said. “I let pretty ladies
have a couple of extra moves just to be fair.” He indicated the
chair next to him. “Sit.”

She did. “I can play. Tommy taught me. And,
don’t be too cocky – I’d bet he could beat you.”

“Who’s Tommy? One of the boys chasing
you?”

Meggie shook her head. “No. He’s…he’s my
friend. I hope.”

The chess man examined her expression. “You
in love with him?”

“Yes, very much. And he…he was in love with
me.”

“He’s not anymore?”

“I don’t know. I did something bad.”

“To this Tommy?”

“Yes. I didn’t mean to. I thought I was
helping. It was a long time ago, but I don’t know how he could
forgive me.”

“Plenty of other men out there.”

“Not like Tommy. They’re more like Mark.” She
spat the word out.

“He one of the ones after you?”

“Yes. He’s trying to force me to marry him.”
She hugged Quirrel. “But I won’t do it.” She looked at the rings on
her hand. “Tommy said he wanted to marry me.”

“I’d wager he still does.”

“I don’t know.”

“Play a game with me, it’ll relax you.”

“Not the time,” Wylie said as he came
trotting back. “Need to keep her moving.”

“Taking her to Tante Madia?” the chess man
asked.

“Probably. But not quite yet.” Wylie took her
hand. “Come on, girl.”

“Thank you,” Meggie said over her
shoulder.

The chess man nodded, then went back to
calling for tourists to play against him. A couple of men sat down
as she and Wylie headed off. The last of the chess man she saw was
him playing both men at once while talking to someone else.

“Is he really good?” she asked Wylie as they
trotted. She got the impression Wylie was conserving her energy –
he seemed to have a lot more than she did.

“Grand Master level, yeah. Why?”

“Just curious. Where are we going?”

“To sit down like people, not animals. Gonna
get some food and drink in you.”

“I don’t have any money.”

Wylie gave her a look that clearly said she’d
insulted him. “And I suggested you were paying when?”

“Sorry. I’m…not really all…here right
now.”

“I can tell.” They went on to a large,
outdoor, covered café.

“Where are we?” Meggie asked.

“This your first time in New Orleans?”

“Yeah. I was hoping for a better time than
I’m actually having.”

“Got that right. Well, this is Café du Monde.
World famous.”

“Exposed and obvious.”

“Hiding in plain sight.”

“That seems so stupid.”

He sighed. “Got a reason, okay?”

“Going to tell me what it is?”

“Probably.” Wylie took her to a table with
three chairs, in the center of the place. They were blocked from
partial view by a concrete post. “You stay here. They aren’t
around, but if they show up and try to grab you, you scream ‘rape’,
got it?”

“Yes. Where will you be?” She tried to ignore
the fear being alone gave her.

“Getting coffee and food. It won’t take
long.” He went to a counter and ordered. She watched him, terrified
to lose sight of him. Wylie was back quickly, carrying a tray with
two cups and a plate of beignets.

Meggie hadn’t thought she’d want to eat
again, but the smell made her stomach growl. The café au lait was
delicious and the beignets were even better. She wolfed her portion
down and had to admit she felt a little better. Wylie never stopped
keeping a lookout, even while eating and drinking.

“You feel better?” he asked as she
finished.

“Yes, thank you.”

“Good. What’s going on? High level, we don’t
have time for more.”

“Mark wants to make me marry him. I don’t
know why. I broke up with him Friday night. I’m here with Tommy.
Mark kidnapped me and is trying to force me to marry him, pretty
much as soon as he can get me to wherever they have Pastor Bill
waiting, somewhere in the French Quarter.”

“You loved this Mark?” Wylie sounded slightly
repulsed.

“No. I was trying to be logical because I
love Tommy and I want to marry him, but I didn’t think he thought
of me that way. He does, or at least he did, but I’m not sure if
he’ll ever love me again now because I killed his parents.”

Wylie blinked and looked at her. “Excuse
me?”

“Well, I didn’t shoot them or something. But
it’s my fault they’re dead.”

“When did this happen?”

“When we were fifteen.”

Wylie stared at her. “This Tommy told you he
loved you since then?”

“Yes, this weekend. A…a lot. And I know he
did. But Mark told him it was my fault and then told me Tommy said
he hated me.”

“Mark, the guy in charge of hunting you, he
told Tommy something and you think Tommy’s going to believe it? And
you believe anything this Mark says? I mean, at all?”

Meggie considered this. “I don’t know.
Maybe.”

Wylie shook his head. “It’s true. Bitches be
crazy.”

“Thanks a lot.” She sighed. “Of course, I was
crazy before. I guess I probably am crazy again now.”

Wylie eyed her, then went back on lookout.
“Okay, here’s the deal. I want some more answers. If I think you’re
legit, I’ll take you somewhere else. If I don’t, I’m gonna let the
cops take care of you. Deal?”

“What choice do I have? But I don’t think the
police are going to help me. Mark and Eddie will talk their way out
of it. And I’m too tired to lie.” She was almost too tired to feel
panicked that Wylie might leave her, but not quite. She squeezed
Quirrel and felt a little better.

“Yeah, leading with ‘I killed people years
ago’ isn’t a good opening gambit. I took you here because we have
cops all over this area, ‘cause we’re so close to Jackson Square
and Café du Monde is a busy spot where tourists and locals
go. It’s always busy, always crowded, always has some cops nearby
because it’s always got tourists. You scream rape in the middle of
Café du Monde, you’re gonna get their interest immediately.”

Café au lait and beignets were the New
Orleans equivalent of coffee and donuts. And Craig said that,
stereotype or not, cops loved their coffee and donuts. She looked
around. There was a clear police presence.

“So, you’re going to leave me?” Her voice
broke.

Wylie sighed. “No. You need to tell me
something, then I’ll decide.”

“Okay. What?”

“What’s with the toy? I thought you were one
of those trainable retarded girls at first, but I can tell you’re
not. You say you’ve been crazy, and yeah, you look it, but you also
look too sane, at least when you don’t have five big white dudes
threatening you. So, what the hell’s up with that thing?”

Meggie tried to figure out how to put what
Quirrel meant to her into words. “He’s the proof that Tommy loves
me. Maybe not romantically, but as my friend at least. And, I
guess, he’s my security blanket. You know, just like when you’re
little, and you want your blankie or your special stuffed animal?
That’s our business, we make stuffed animals. Quirrel is the first
one Tommy ever made. For me.”

“Why’d he do that?”

“Because I was so depressed because of his
parents dying. I was…in and out of psych wards.” She looked down at
the toy clutched in her hands. “As long as I have Quirrel, nothing
bad can really hurt me.”

“That’s why they took it from you,
right?”

“Mark and the others? Yes.” The tears
threatened to fall, but she held them back. “I…I might be able to
survive being married to someone I didn’t love, even to Mark, if I
had Quirrel. But without him….”

“Uh huh. Transference to a safety object due
to extreme trauma.”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind. I can’t help you too much with
that. However, since you’re not a special needs girl, which is the
cops’ business, or totally bat-shit-crazy, which is also their
business, I know someone who can. But first, you have anyone you
can call for help?”

“Yes, but no phone.”

Wylie gave her a look that said she was crazy
and stupid and held up a cell phone. “Use mine.”

“Thank you.” Meggie took the phone and stared
at it. “Crap. I’m blanking. Most of my numbers are in my phone, I
don’t have them memorized.”

“Call Tommy.”

“He didn’t answer before.”

Wylie sighed. “Fine. Call someone else.”

Meggie thought about it. There were some
numbers she had memorized. The phone rang, but instead of her
mother or father picking up, she got their machine. “Mom, Dad, are
you there? It’s Meggie. Please pick up, I need your help.”
Nothing.

Okay, fine. She called Craig’s house, then
Danny’s, then Mike’s. Message machines, every one. Meggie racked
her brain, but couldn’t come up with any of their cell phone
numbers. “Work! Marlene and Julie said they’d be there all
weekend.” She dialed.

“Hello, you’ve reached the Plush Life Toy
Company,” Julie said cheerfully.

“Julie, it’s Meggie. I need help!”

“We’re not in the office right now, so please
listen for our directory and leave a message,” Julie’s recorded
voice shared.

Meggie tried everyone’s extensions. No one
picked up. “No one’s around and I can’t remember anyone’s phone
number!” She wanted to cry again.

“Try Tommy,” Wylie said patiently.

“But –”

“Girl, there are no buts. I’m looking at you.
If he’s sighted and not gay, the man’s in love with you. I’m
guessing Mark talked with Tommy after he’d snatched you?”

“Yes.”

“Then call him. Man’s probably frantic.”

Maybe Wylie was right. Meggie dialed. The
phone picked up on the third ring. “Hello?” Tommy’s voice, sounding
suspicious.

“Tommy?” She didn’t mean to just say his
name, but it felt so good to hear his voice and hope he didn’t hate
her.

“Meggie! Baby, where are you? Are you okay?”
He was shouting and he did sound frantic.

She opened her mouth but Wylie pulled her
under the table. “Hush,” he said. He took the phone from her and
hung up the call. Meggie was about to protest when she looked
around. She could see Mark and Eddie, wandering around outside of
Café du Monde.

Wylie turned the phone off. “We’ll call him
back, but we’re gonna need silence right now. Unless you want the
cops, which I would say’s an option.”

“No, no police, please.” She couldn’t reach
Craig, which meant she had no police backup. Besides, he was in
Chicago, far away from New Orleans.

“Quiet then, ready to run,” Wylie said
softly.

From Meggie’s poor vantage point, it didn’t
seem like Mark or any of the others had spotted them. Wylie had her
between his legs and the concrete post, and the counter area
blocked another side, so she was reasonably hidden. The only
exposure was on the side with the third chair. She could see Ian
and Jim there, meaning they could probably see her.

Meggie cowered against Wylie’s legs, held
Quirrel to her face, and tried to stay calm and strong.
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Tom finished sharing
his life’s history with Tante Madia, from seventh grade up through
this weekend, albeit highlights only. During it all, Jack and
Raquel were silent. Tante Madia asked specific, probing questions,
but mostly he was the one talking.

After he was done, Tante Madia didn’t speak.
She had been sitting at the table with the crystal ball on it, and
they were all at the one with the tea pot, but she got up and moved
to the one with the Tarot cards. “Come, sit,” she said to him. It
was clear Jack and Raquel weren’t invited.

Tom did as she said. She handed him the deck.
“Shuffle.”

He sighed. “I’m not falling for the con
artist stuff, okay?”

“Tom, do it,” Raquel hissed.

Tante Madia gave him a long, cool look. “You
want to help her? Shuffle.”

“Fine.” He shuffled and handed the deck back
to her.

She turned three cards over. The first one
she placed in the middle of the table. The second she put to the
left of the first card, the third to its right. “Interesting. But
not a surprise.”

“Want to share?”

“Not yet.” She turned six more over from the
other deck, forming a three-by-three block, one set over the first
three she’d laid down, the other under it.

Tom looked at them. “Nice artwork.”

“Yes, you would appreciate that.” She pointed
to the card in the center of the block. “You are the King of Cups.
You channel the Magician,” she pointed to the one directly above
it, then a third, the one below the card she said represented him.
“The Knight of Swords is supporting you.” She looked at Jack.
“You.”

“Here to help,” Jack said quietly.

“Yes.” She pointed to another card, to the
left of the King of Cups. “The Devil blocks you.”

“So, is that Mark?”

“The Devil has control of the Queen of
Swords.” The card under the Devil.

“Which we already knew.”

Tante Madia looked at him and smiled. “But
you shuffled the deck, and see the cards that appear. Therefore,
they confirm your story, and the other cards will show us what we
must overcome.”

Tom bit back what he wanted to say. “Could
they show us a little more quickly?”

She chuckled. “Impatience is not your normal
trait.” She pointed to two cards which were upside down to her,
though right side up to Tom. “The Lovers and the Empress are
reversed.” The Empress was above the Devil, in the top row, the
Lovers were also on the top row, on the other side of the Magician.
“Indicating separation, anxiety, and more.”

“What are the last two?”

“Death.” This was next to the middle card and
under the upside down Lovers. “It follows you, in some ways. And
the Ace of Wands.” The last card in the lower right-hand corner of
the set. “A new beginning, which flows from death.”

“A good or bad beginning?”

“That remains to be seen.”

“So, what does any of this tell us, then?”
Tom asked.

Tante Madia handed him the remainder of the
deck. “Shuffle again. With purpose. Your heart will choose.”

Tom glanced at Jack and Raquel. Neither one
of them looked like they thought this was hokey. And, frankly, it
would have been difficult for Tante Madia to get these specific
cards ready simply by looking at them. And even if she had, unless
all these cards were the same, it might not be a trick.

“Look at them first,” Tante Madia said.
“Before you shuffle.”

Tom did, while resisting asking how she read
his mind. Undoubtedly she’d read his expression. The cards were all
different, and there were no duplicates of those already on the
table in the remainder of the deck. He shuffled these well and
tried to think that he was doing something to help Meggie
therefore.

He finished and handed the deck to Tante
Madia. She shook her head. “Choose your card.”

“From the top of the deck?”

“From any part. Any card. Your choice. But,”
her voiced dropped, “choose wisely and with care.”

Tom stared at the backs of the cards. None
seemed more right than any other. He closed his eyes, took a deep
breath, and pulled a card out.

Tante Madia took the card as he opened his
eyes. “Interesting,” she said, as she turned it over. “The Fool.
Hmmm.” Then she slid this card to the side. There was another card
there. “You chose two.”

“Not intentionally.”

“I know. Justice. Both upright.”

“Do I have to do it over again?”

“No.” Tante Madia looked up from the cards.
“If Wylie brings her here, I will help her.”

“Thank you, but how do I find her? How do I
save her?”

“By being yourself.”

Tom stared at her. “That’s it? Be myself? All
of this was to tell me that? I’ve always been myself. Why would I
stop now?”

Tante Madia shrugged. “You are a thinker, a
creator. So, think.”

“Meggie’s afraid you don’t love her anymore,”
Raquel said quietly. “If you stopped, you’d stop being you,
right?”

“I suppose, but I’m not going to stop loving
her. And if we could find her, I could tell her that.” Tom rubbed
his forehead. “We came here for help.”

“And you have received it,” Tante Madia
said.

“How much?” Jack asked tiredly.

She shook her head. “In this case, there is
no charge. When you have succeeded, then you may return with
whatever payment you feel is appropriate.”

Tom stared at her. “You know, the two people
who told us to come here said the same thing. Why?”

She smiled slowly. “Not all help is given
merely for material gain. As you know.” She pointed at him. “What
you create you do out of love, and you continue out of love. You
charged no money for your first creation, the one that still
sustains her. Why do you question that others might give
freely?”

Tom considered his answer, but before he
could give it, his phone rang. An unfamiliar number, but with the
New Orleans area code. “Hello?” he said, praying it was Meggie
somehow.

“Tommy?” She sounded afraid, hopeful,
exhausted, but just hearing her voice live made his heart leap.

“Meggie! Baby, where are you? Are you okay?”
He wanted to jump through the phone to reach her. She didn’t
answer. “Meggie! Meggie!” The phone went dead. He looked at Tante
Madia. “She hung up.”

Tante Madia raised her eyebrow and
shrugged.

Tom called the number back. It went to
voicemail. “This is Wylie. Let me know what you need.”

“This is Tom Reid. I need Meggie back. Where
are you, where is she? Call me back, please.” He left his number
then sighed and looked at Jack. “Voicemail. Immediately.”

“So she called you and then instantly hung up
and turned the phone off?” Jack sounded suspicious. “You think Mark
has her again?”

“No, at least I don’t think so. The voicemail
was Wylie’s.” Tom looked to Tante Madia. “The street people thought
he’d take her straight here. Did he?”

“No. Wylie has not been to see me for many
days.”

“Then where would he go? Where would he take
her other than here if he’s protecting her?”

Tante Madia sighed and pulled another set of
Tarot cards out of her robes. “One moment.” She shuffled and held
the deck towards him. “Pick a card.”

He did and turned it over. “What’s this?”

Tante Madia laughed softly. “The Page of
Pentacles. Go to the Grand Master.”

“Where is he?”

She stared at him. “Where he always is. Now
go. I must study your cards.” She looked down at the table and
waved at them as if she were shooing flies.

Tom looked at Jack and Raquel. They both
shrugged and all three of them stood up. “Thank you for your help,”
Tom said.

Tante Madia looked up. “Thank me by doing
what must be done, when it must be done, by being yourself.”

“I’ll do my best.”

She gave him a closed-mouth smile and looked
back down. They left the room and headed downstairs. They reached
the sidewalk before anyone spoke. “Well, that was different,” Jack
said.

“I can’t believe I got to meet Tante Madia,”
Raquel said. “Rachel is going to be so jealous.”

“I’m sure,” Tom said. “How do we find the
Grand Master, whoever the hell he is?”

Jack sighed. “No idea. I don’t know a lot of
masters, grand or otherwise.”

Tom managed a chuckle. “Yeah, the only ones I
know of either play golf or chess.”

Raquel jerked. “Oh, wow. She’s
awesome!”

“Pardon me?” Tom asked.

Raquel shook her head. “Come on!” She ran
off.

Jack sighed. “More running. Gosh, I’ve missed
it.”

“Thank God they make you run when you’re
learning martial arts,” Tom said as they ran after Raquel. “Or I’d
be dead already.”

“You good at them? Martial arts, I mean.”

“I’m a black belt in a few different styles,
so pretty good.”

Jack nodded. “Good to know. Because I want to
kick Mark and his pals into the Mississippi.”

“Glad to hear I’ll have your help with
it.”

“The Knight of Swords is ready, willing and
able to help you kick the Devil’s ass, my lord the King of
Cups.”

Tom groaned. “I sense a new nickname I’m
going to hate coming on.”

Raquel raced on ahead. They both sped up. Tom
wanted his phone to ring, but it remained silent.
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“You lost, ma’am?”
Wylie asked in a pleasant tone.

There was a large person Meggie took to be a
woman standing behind the third chair at their table. She blocked
Meggie from Ian and Jim.

“Just trying to figure out where to go from
here.” The woman didn’t sound American, but Meggie couldn’t place
the accent.

“Well, where are you trying to go?” Wylie
sounded helpful and charming. They started talking about various
sights around town, with him giving her what sounded like the full
speech from the Tourism Bureau.

Meggie forced herself to look between the
woman’s legs. So she saw Jim and Ian wander off, out of her field
of view. She looked to the other side. They joined Mark and Eddie;
Nolan was with them. They argued for a bit and Nolan pointed at
something. Meggie shifted to try to see what, but she couldn’t make
it out.

Whatever it was, they headed towards it and
were out of her line of sight quickly. She relaxed. They’d walked
away from the café, not into it.

The woman thanked Wylie and wandered off. He
was quiet for about another minute. “Okay, back up.” He stood and
helped her up.

“I saw them leave, but I don’t know where
they went.” Meggie brushed herself off and wondered why she was
bothering.

“They headed towards the French Market.”
Wylie took her hand and they went the other way. “They’re not
stupid, are they?”

“No, but why would them going there indicate
intelligence?”

“It’s crowded, and it’s easy to talk and
interact with the vendors. Gives you places to hide.” He shrugged.
“If we weren’t heading to Tante Madia’s, I might have suggested it.
Could have gotten food and drink into you there, too.”

“Why would they think I needed it?”

“You run all over town normally?”

She thought about this. “No. And Mark’s a
doctor. He’d know I’d be thirsty by now, at the least. Good move
talking to that tourist lady.”

“Thank you. I take the opportunities life
presents.”

Wylie moved them quickly up the street.
Meggie risked a look towards the French Market, but didn’t see Mark
or the others. “Where are we going?”

“To the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans.”

“Why?”

“She can help you.” Wylie shook his head.
“She might be the only one who can.”

Meggie didn’t argue. At this point, it was
clear that Wylie wasn’t going to hand her over to Mark, and he also
wasn’t going to shove her at the police. Sure, they might help her,
but then again, they might hand her off to Mark and Eddie. She was
more afraid of Eddie than she was of Mark, and that was saying a
lot.

They weren’t running, just moving fast.
Meggie wasn’t sure how much more she could do – her feet felt ready
to fall off. Wylie fished his phone out and turned it back on.
“Huh.” He dialed and it was clear he was listening to his
voicemail. He stared at the phone, then dialed again. “It’s me.
Yes.” He looked at Meggie out of the corner of his eye. “As a
matter of fact, I do. Well, that’s good. Oh, too bad. Oh? I see.
You’re sure? Yes, ma’am, I don’t argue with you. Be there in two
shakes.” He hung up.

“Who were you talking to? And who called
you?”

“I was talking to the person we’re going to
see. And your Tommy called me.”

“He did?” Meggie’s heart felt tight. “What
did he say?”

“That he needs you back.”

“Can I call him?”

“No, not yet.”

This was a change from before. “Why not?”

Wylie shook his head. “You need to see Tante
Madia first.”

“Couldn’t I see her with Tommy?”

“No. She was real clear. You see her, now, no
waiting, no calling anyone else.”

“Why?”

He sighed. “Because she said so.”

“She your mother or something?”

He grinned. “No. But she’s powerful, and
she’s always right. So, she says you need to come to her right
away, so you go. Simple as that.” He turned his phone off and put
it back in his pocket.

Meggie gave up arguing. She had little energy
left and arguing with the person helping her seemed like a waste of
it.

They zigged and zagged through the streets.
Somewhere along the way they both heard a man shouting her name.
Neither one of them spoke, they just broke into a run. Wylie went
back to them going in and out of buildings. It helped, but every
street seemed to have someone shouting her name or ‘stop’ on
it.

“Who else could Mark have enlisted to help
him?” Meggie asked as they reached the corner of Bourbon and St.
Philip.

“Who knows?” Wylie looked around and dragged
her past a dark but crowded bar. The sun was starting to set – she
hadn’t paid attention to time, it was either going by too quickly
or too slowly right now.

They went up some dark stairs behind this
bar. The building was dark, and before Meggie could really look
around, they passed through a doorway of beads. A dark-skinned
black woman in a red turban and robes sat at a small table. There
were two other tables in the room – one had a crystal ball and one
had a teapot.

A black rooster perched on the crystal ball,
and it crowed as they came in. “Yes, Merle,” the woman said, in a
thick accent Meggie thought might be Creole. “This is who we’ve
been waiting for.” She looked at Meggie. “Sit.”

Meggie did as requested. “You were waiting
for me?”

The woman nodded. “I am Tante Madia. I know
those who need to find me.” She looked at Wylie. “Bring the basin.”
He nodded, left through a door that was so well disguised it looked
like part of the wall. He returned carrying a square bowl which
turned out to be filled with water.

He put it down by Meggie’s feet. “Take your
shoes off, girl, and soak those dogs.”

Meggie managed to get her shoes off. The
water was warm and soothing; there were some kinds of salts in it,
too. “I don’t know that I’ll be able to put them back on.”

“That is of no concern now,” Tante Madia
said. She reached across the table and took Meggie’s chin gently in
her hand, turned her head, and examined her, looking deeply into
her eyes. They were like this for quite a while before Tante Madia
let go. She put her hand out.

Meggie put her hand out, too, but Tante Madia
shook her head. She looked pointedly at Quirrel. Meggie pulled her
hand back. “I can’t pay you.”

Tante Madia stared at her, with no expression
on her face. Wylie cleared his throat. “She didn’t ask for pay,
girl. Let her hold the toy.”

It wasn’t Mark stealing him away, and while
Tante Madia was intimidating, Meggie also couldn’t run any more.
She handed Quirrel over.

Tante Madia examined him, easily as long as
she’d stared at Meggie’s face. Finally, she put Quirrel down on the
table, next to a pack of Tarot cards. She looked up at Meggie
again. “Tell me.”

“Tell you what?” Meggie asked.

“Everything.”

Meggie was confused. “I don’t know what you
mean.”

“You do. Your mind is clouded with fear. You
must confess in order to be cleansed.”

Meggie’s throat closed up and she looked
around in panic. Wylie patted her arm. “Girl, it’s just us. A
voodoo queen, a cockerel, and a street thief. We ain’t gonna tell,
and we ain’t gonna judge. Confession’s good for the soul and all
that.”

Meggie shook her head and looked down at her
hands. “How could you not judge?”

“Why do you believe you have killed ones you
love?” Tante Madia asked.

Meggie gasped and looked up. “How…how do you
know that?”

“I have looked into your eyes. Tell me.” Her
expression softened. “It may be that Tante Madia can help you.”

Meggie wrung her hands. “But I don’t think
you can. I don’t know how anyone can. And Mark…Mark said he knew,
that it was my fault.”

Tante Madia sighed and handed her the Tarot
deck. “Shuffle.” Meggie did and handed the cards back to her. Tante
Madia turned three cards over. “The Lovers,” she said for the
first. It was upside down for her, right side up for Meggie. “The
Devil,” for the second. “And Death.” Both of these were right side
up for Tante Madia. She shook her head. “The Devil blocks the
Lovers, and Death haunts them.”

Meggie wanted to cry. “Are you sure you’re
right?” It looked right, the cards were certainly plain.

Tante Madia smiled. “There are many ways to
read Tarot. I know them all.” Her eyes narrowed and the room
darkened. “I made them all.” Her voice was loud, almost amplified.
“You would argue with Tante Madia, she who has lived for hundreds
of years?”

“You look about forty,” Meggie whispered.

“Voodoo is powerful,” she replied. “Look into
my eyes again.” Meggie did. The room went black, then a red glow
lit from behind Tante Madia’s head. Images of light flitted by,
some frightening, some not, all showing a woman who looked like
Tante Madia, usually performing magic of some kind. Meggie could
recognize some of the settings, and many were from hundreds of
years ago.

The images stopped and the light in the room
went back to normal. “Interesting light show,” Meggie said, her
voice shaky.

“What are you talking about?” Wylie asked
softly. “Girl, you okay?”

Meggie looked at him. “Yes. The room went
dark, there was some glowing red light, pictures.”

Wylie shook his head. “Nothing in the room
changed, including the light.” He jerked his head towards Merle.
“The cock would have crowed if it went dark and then light
again.”

“But….” Meggie looked across the table. Tante
Madia smiled slowly. “But I saw….”

“You saw the truth,” Tante Madia said.
“Now…tell me all.”

Meggie looked down at the cards on the table.
“But, I don’t know where to start.”

“You know. Tell me how your sin began.”

“I….” Meggie couldn’t bring herself to do
it.

“Look at Merle.”

She did, and as she did, the room darkened
again. The ball Merle was perched on glowed a soft blue. It was
soothing.

“Relax,” Tante Madia said, her voice gentle.
“Relax and go back. Show me the path to today. Show me what you
have hidden for so long.”
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They reached Jackson
Square and Tom looked around. It was fairly crowded but he couldn’t
spot anyone who looked like Meggie.

Raquel was making a beeline across the Square
so the men followed her. “By the way,” Jack said, “we sent some
texts while you were busy sharing your life story. No one’s to call
your phone, so it can stay open in case Meggie or this Wylie tries
to call you again. All calls to our team are to go to me or
Raquel.”

“Thanks, great thinking.”

“Credit Denise,” Jack said with a laugh.

They caught up with Raquel. She was standing
next to a heavyset man who was sitting at the end of a long table.
It was covered with a tarp that reached the ground on all sides.
There were several chess boards set up along the table, with chairs
opposite the heavyset man corresponding to each board.

“This is the Grand Master,” Raquel said.

“Where’s Meggie?” Tom asked.

“Are you here to play against me?” he asked
pleasantly.

“No, we’re here to find Meggie,” Tom managed
to reply without snarling.

“I only talk to people who play with me,” the
Grand Master replied.

“She’s hiding because she’s scared, which is
understandable.”

“Not hiding here.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Tom bent down and lifted
the tarp. There was no one hiding under the table. Disappointment
hit. He dropped the tarp and stood up. “Tante Madia told us she was
here. Where is she?”

“Tom, relax,” Jack said. “We’ll find her
before Mark and his pals do. Remember? Focus on success or we’re
going to let her down.”

The Grand Master looked at him intently. “You
probably don’t want to play against me because you’ll lose.”

Tom snorted. “Right.” He had no ego attached
to chess. He also never lost.

“Then play against me.” The Grand Master
looked at Raquel. “It’s the only way I talk to people.” He said it
slowly, and Tom wondered if he was giving them a clue.

“Do it,” Raquel said. She sat down in one of
the chairs. “He plays speed chess.”

“You know him?” Jack asked as he took the
seat to her right.

“She’s played against me for ten years,” the
Grand Master said. “Getting much better, too.”

Tom gave up and sat down opposite the Grand
Master. “How much?”

“Five dollars a game. If you lose. Which you
will.”

“What if we win?” Tom asked.

The Grand Master looked straight in his eyes.
“Then I might answer your questions.”

Tom felt his back tighten. The man knew
something, and this was a test. Why not? They were all crazy out
here, as near as he could tell. Why not force him to play chess in
order to get information on where Meggie was? How was that any
crazier than him and Meggie pretending to be married to land Family
Mart or Mark bringing out some pastor to force Meggie to marry
him?

All the challengers were white, which Tom
found interesting. “You take black?” he asked the Grand Master.

“I’m generous.”

Raquel and Jack were already moving. Tom
waited and watched how the Grand Master played. “Stop rushing,” he
told them, as the Grand Master moved his pieces like lightning.
“He’s playing speed chess but you don’t have to.”

“Your move,” the Grand Master said to
him.

Tom used one of the older openings. The Grand
Master smiled. “King’s Gambit. Interesting choice.”

“Where’s Meggie? Is she safe?”

The Grand Master smiled as he snatched Jack’s
and Raquel’s pieces off their boards. He barely looked at them.
“Let’s see what your next moves are.”

Tom decided to save the questions for later
and focused on the game. He felt like an idiot as well as the worst
friend and lover, let alone real or potential husband, in the
world, sitting here, playing a game while Meggie needed him. But
supposedly this man had information they needed, so he
concentrated.

Jack was out, then Raquel. But Tom and the
Grand Master were still playing. Jack and Raquel stood behind Tom,
and he noticed a crowd forming. “You always get an audience?”

“First time I’ve seen him work at it in
years,” a man in the crowd said.

The Grand Master shrugged. “The only thing
that matters is whose king is standing in the end.”

“My queen matters more to me,” Tom said.

“Prove it,” the Grand Master said, rather
nicely.

It took a little effort and more time than
Tom wanted to spend, but finally the Grand Master said,
“Check.”

Tom smiled, and moved his remaining pawn.
“Checkmate.”

The crowd erupted in applause, Raquel hugged
him and Jack slapped him on the back. Tom just stared at the Grand
Master. “Where is she? Is she safe? Is she alright?”

The Grand Master smiled. “She said her Tommy
could probably beat me. Interesting to see she was right.” He
looked around. “No frat thugs around.” He looked back to Tom.
“Wylie’s taking her to Tante Madia.”

“We were there, she isn’t.”

“Well, he did say he wanted to take her
somewhere else first. Probably went to Café du Monde. Lots of
police around in case he had to leave her.”

Tom’s throat felt tight. “He’d desert her?
Why?”

The Grand Master shrugged. “If she wasn’t
what he thought, yes.”

“What would that be?”

“Someone not in need of his kind of
help.”

“How long ago did they leave?”

“A good hour.”

Tom cursed mentally. He’d spent most of that
time sharing his life history with Tante Madia and if she’d just
told him to come here, he might already have Meggie back. He wanted
to ask more questions but the conversations going on around him
sank through. Jack and Raquel were talking to people, and they
sounded familiar.

He looked up and around, to see the rest of
the Moragas, Denise and Ophelia, all of Meggie’s family, Marlene,
and Julie, whose arm was linked through that of an older Japanese
man. Tom gaped.

Julie noted his attention first. “Hi, Mister
Reid,” she said in her perky, ‘we have a client here’ voice. “Great
job on the game!”

The Japanese man nodded. “Most impressive,
Reid-san. Meyers-san did not exaggerate your skills in any area I
see.”

“Oh, sorry,” Julie said quickly. “Mister
Reid, please let me formally introduce Yamamoto-san. Yamamoto-san,
Thomas Reid, head of Plush Life Toys.”

Tom stood up and did the formal bow, as did
Mr. Yamamoto, who then put out his hand, so they also did the
American handshake.

“So,” Tom said when this was done, “when did
you all get here?” He looked at Jack who shot him a ‘hell if I
know’ look.

“Oh, when we heard about the scavenger hunt,
we just had to join in,” Julie said blithely. Tom had a horrible
feeling that the plan everyone from the airport was following was
this one.

Sure enough, Marlene nodded her head. “Yes.
Family Mart really knows how to get its vendors involved in the
history of an area, don’t they?” She shot him her standard ‘fake it
until it works’ look.

Tom looked down at the Grand Master, who was
clearly trying not to laugh. “Right. So, we owe you ten dollars for
Jack and Raquel’s games. What do I owe you for mine?”

“Nothing,” the Grand Master said with a
chuckle. “I owe you, so call it even.” He looked around. “Who’s
going to challenge me next?”

No one spoke and Tom thought fast. “It’s part
of the hunt.” Everyone looked at him. Most of the looks he got were
questioning, varying between ‘huh?’ to ‘are you out of your mind?’.
However, Mr. Yamamoto looked excited. “Yeah, we found a clue at,
uh, that blacksmith shop bar place.”

“Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop,” Raquel said
quickly. “And we’ll make it easy on you guys, ‘cause we had to run
all over the place to get the rest of the clue, which says we have
to play against the Grand Master.”

“Good thing it didn’t say we all had to win,”
Jack added.

“We should try to represent,” Julie said.
“Yamamoto-san, would you like to play next?”

“Oh, one from each team should play,” he
replied earnestly. “So all have a fair chance.”

This weekend had entered surrealistic
territory long before this moment, Tom reminded himself. The others
seemed just as shocked, but as Mr. Yamamoto sat down across from
the Grand Master, Robert Moraga sat next to him, Ophelia sat to his
right, and Craig’s wife, Lisa, sat down at the end.

The Grand Master beamed. “This should be
fun.” He looked up at Tom. “I’ll be very kind.”

Tom figured this meant the Grand Master was
going to play slowly, and sure enough, the pieces were moving off
the boards a little less quickly than before, and not because of
any real challenges from his competitors.

Tom backed away, Jack and Raquel coming with
him. Jennie grabbed Raquel and went into a huddle with Rachel and
Denise. Jack joined them, while Meggie’s father pulled him aside
and Craig joined them. “Where is she?” Mr. Meyers asked
quietly.

Lying seemed pointless. “We have no clear
idea. However, she’s with someone who’s protecting her.”

“Who’s that?”

“A street thief, from what we know.”

“Huh.” Craig looked thoughtful. “Several of
us were pretty sure we saw Meggie with a black man smaller than
you, Tom. Any time we called to her they ran.”

“Did they look around?” Tom asked.

“No, not that anyone said.” Craig shrugged.
“We’re not sure it was really her.”

“It probably was. They must have thought you
were Mark or with him, so kept on running away. So at least Wylie’s
able to keep her moving and out of anyone’s clutches.”

Mr. Meyers stared at him. “And you’re okay
with that?”

“With her being protected? Hell yes.”

“I mean with her being protected by a petty
criminal.”

“No,” Tom hissed. “I’m not. I’m less okay
with her being with Mark or his gang, who I think qualify as major
criminals right now. At least while she’s with Wylie, she’s safer
than not and a lot safer than if she was alone.” Which reminded
him. He pulled his phone out and dialed Wylie’s number. Went
straight to voicemail again. “The Grand Master thinks they went to
Café du Monde.”

“We need to go on,” Jack said quietly as he
joined them. “Our ‘team’ finished this challenge, so your Japanese
client won’t think it’s odd if we leave.”

“Who are you?” Mr. Meyers asked, eyes
narrowed.

Jack gave him a slow, lazy smile. “I’m Jack
Howard, Tom’s friend. You must be related to Craig – the useless
attempt to intimidate me is familiar.” He got right into Mr.
Meyer’s face. “My wife’s the one who got dumped out with the
alligators, so feel free to piss me off. I’ve been wanting to hit
someone all day.”

Tom cleared his throat. “Jack, this is
Meggie’s father, David Meyers.”

“I guessed,” Jack said. “Or, as I’m thinking
of him, ‘part of the problem’.”

Mr. Meyers glared at Jack. Craig was built
like his father, so Jack and Mr. Meyers were eye-to-eye. “Why would
you think that? It’s my daughter who’s in danger.”

“It’s your daughter who’s carting around an
irrational fear so massive that it’s made her an easy victim for a
vicious set of bastards. You may have sent her to doctors, but you
never questioned why a stuffed animal brought her out of deep
depression, you just took the easy save and moved on. And that’s
costing everyone right now, but Meggie in particular.”

“You have a lot of nerve,” Mr. Meyers
said.

“Yeah, I do. I’m also saying what Tom can’t,
because of his relationship to you. I don’t have a relationship
with you, and don’t care if I ever do, so I can tell you the truth.
You want to point fingers? Look in a mirror while you’re doing
it.”

The two men glared at each other while Tom
wondered just how much worse this was all going to get and if it
was ever going to get better. But finally Mr. Meyers nodded and
took a step back. “You’re right.” He looked at Tom. “Get going,
Tommy-Boy. We all know to call Jack here, or the little girl with
you, if we spot anything.”

“Any suggestions for where to look?” Tom
asked Craig as Raquel came over.

“Not really. We have the police alerted, but
the five after Meggie look like half the men here, since we’re in
the middle of the Spring Break season. Meggie’s most identifiable
feature is Quirrel, and if she hasn’t gone to the police already,
then she’s not going to go. She’s with a criminal, so he’s probably
not going to race to the police for help, either. They have to hide
somewhere, or keep on moving.”

“My mom said that most people spotted who
they think was Meggie around Bourbon Street,” Raquel said.

“Then we’ll hit Café du Monde, see if we can
find anything, and then head back to Bourbon Street.” It wasn’t the
best plan in the world, Tom would be the first to admit, but it was
better than nothing.

The sun was starting to set and he wondered
if they’d find Meggie before it was dark and she was bedded down
for the night in someplace horrible. His heart ached and he thought
about his parents and wondered if they were watching and, just
possibly, helping.

“Sooner would be appreciated over later,” Tom
said under his breath. “But please, keep her safe no matter
what.”
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The blue light was
soothing. “Tell me,” Tante Madia said. “Tell me all. Release the
burden.”

Meggie nodded. It would be good to say it out
loud, to let Tante Madia hear it all, so she could pass the
judgment Meggie knew she deserved. “We were fifteen….”

 


*****

 


Meggie and Tommy were lying on his bed on
their stomachs. “What’ve you been drawing?” she asked.

“Don’t want to show you, you might
laugh.”

She nudged him. “I don’t laugh at you.”

Tommy grinned. “Yeah, I know.” He looked back
at the pad of drawing paper. “It’s just that…Mom and Dad want me to
be a doctor or an engineer or a scientist or something.”

“Well, you’re freaking brilliant, so duh, of
course they do.” She looked at his face. He looked a little sad.
“What do you want to do?”

“I want to stop living inside of books and
labs. I want to stop being The Brain.”

“You’ll always be a brain, Tommy. But you can
be other things, too.” He was looking at the bedspread and there
was something about his profile that made her flutter inside, just
a little.

“What if they won’t let me?”

“They love you, silly. They’ll let you, if
it’s what you really want, you know that.”

“Maybe. Maybe they’re right. Maybe I’m not
good at what I want to do.”

“And maybe you are. I’ll be the judge, jury
and executioner. So, let me see.”

She had to beg and whine and even tickle him
a little to get him to share. But he finally put the pad down in
front of her. There were drawings all over it – animals, or what
might have been animals. They were all a little different, none of
them recognizable as an animal that actually existed in nature, but
they were all cute. One, in particular.

Meggie pointed to it. It looked like a cross
between a squirrel, a skunk, and a rabbit. “Oh, that is the cutest
thing ever.”

“You really think so?”

“Oh my God, Tommy, totally. It’s just
adorable.” Meggie stared at it. “I want to pick it up and hug it.
It looks so co cute and cuddly, like it would make
everything better just by holding it.”

“Tom, Megs, time for dinner,” Tina
called.

Tommy put the pad away under his bed. As he
did, Meggie noticed that he was looking kind of good from the back.
He straightened up and a sort of shock ran through her. He was
looking kind of good from the front, too. She hadn’t paid a lot of
attention before – after all, he was Tommy, her best friend, not a
boy. But all of a sudden she wondered what kissing him would
be like.

She ignored this all through dinner, but
after, when it was just her and Tina alone in the kitchen, cleaning
up, it nudged her again. “Tina,” she said slowly, “how do you know
when you’re…interested in a guy?”

Tina gave her a conspiratorial look. “Got a
crush on someone, Megs?”

“I’m…not sure. I mean, maybe. But, you know,
I don’t want to do anything.”

“Why not?”

Meggie tried to figure out how to answer this
without being obvious. “Well, he’s sort of a friend of mine. And
Tommy’s,” she added hastily. “I don’t want to wreck the friendship
for nothing, you know?”

Tina leaned against the counter and looked at
her with a funny smile on her face. “Yeah, I know what you mean.
This is an important conversation, but we’re getting ready to leave
and Roger will kill me if I say you and I need girl’s time. My mall
hours are over until we’re back from our trip.”

Meggie giggled. “I know. He told Tommy that
he might not be able to go to college because of all the spending
you’ve done. I think Tommy might even believe it. Which reminds me
– did you get the insurance?”

Tina snorted. “You’re like a dog with a
bone.”

“Well, you know, I think it’s the right thing
to do. It’s a one-time fee, and by buying massive travel insurance,
you guarantee that nothing bad will happen to you.”

“This is the Meggie Meyers Plan for Eternal
Longevity, right?”

“Right! You take out the insurance, for like
a zillion dollars, there’s no way anything’s going to happen
to you. The insurance companies will send your own set of Secret
Service agents to protect you at all costs. Like reverse
psychology, only really effective, ‘cause you’re reversing on the
cosmos.”

Tina laughed. “You’re crazy, you know that,
right?”

“Crazy like a fox. Seriously, a zillion
dollar policy, for both of you, remember, and you’ll be the safest
people on Earth.”

“Well, let me rest your mind. Yes, we took
out some insurance. I’ll tell you for how much when we get back.”
Tina stroked her hair. “And we’ll have that girl’s talk then, too,
okay? Until then, you sit tight, and don’t make any sudden moves on
the boy. Don’t want to give him a heart attack or get his hopes up
for nothing, right?”

“Right.” Meggie hugged Tina tightly. “We’re
going to miss you guys so much while you’re gone.”

Tina hugged her back just as tightly. “We’re
going to miss you two, too, Megs.”

 


*****

 


Meggie kissed her mother goodnight. “Oh, Tina
told me they took out the travel insurance.”

Mom sighed. “Meggie, you’re a little too
obsessed with this. It’s like you want them to die.”

Meggie jerked. “No way, Mom, you know that’s
not true! If they take out the insurance, they won’t die. I mean, I
read all of Mike’s actuary table things or whatever they’re called
that he was studying. It’s really obvious – you take out the huge
policy, you live for-freaking-ever.”

Mom shook her head. “Well, hopefully you’re
right and not jinxing their trip.”

Meggie’s feelings were hurt. “I’m not trying
to jinx anyone.”

Mom hugged her. “I know. I’m sorry. You’ve
just been nattering about them getting travel insurance for what
seems like months now. You’re making me and your father worry just
a bit.”

“And they did, so I can stop nattering, and
no one needs to worry, everything will turn out just like it
should.”

Mom kissed her forehead. “I hope you’re
right.”

 


*****

 


The Principal’s secretary had come into
Algebra to get Tommy. That had never happened before in school that
Meggie could remember. She tried to figure out if Tommy had broken
some weird school rule or something, but came up with nothing.
Their teacher was unsettled by it, too, she could tell.

The secretary was back. “I need Meggie, too,”
Mrs. Watson said quietly. “Please bring Tom’s things, would you,
dear? And yours.”

Meggie put her book and notebook away into
her backpack and did the same with Tommy’s. Their packs were heavy,
and the secretary took his from her. “Goodness, however do all of
you walk upright with these?”

“You get used to it.” They walked down the
very silent halls. “Is Tommy in trouble? And am I in trouble?”

“No, dear.” They walked the rest of the way
in silence. “I’ll keep your packs at my desk,” she said.

As they rounded the corner to the Principal’s
office, Meggie heard what sounded like someone crying. She reached
the doorway and saw her parents there. Her mother was holding Tommy
and rocking him – he was the one who was crying. Her father was
holding onto Tommy’s shoulder, and he looked stricken. So did
Principal Owens.

“What’s wrong?” Meggie asked.

Tommy looked up at her. He looked terrible,
like his whole world was over. “Meggie,” he sobbed out. But he
couldn’t talk any more, just stood there crying, silently now,
though.

“Meggie,” Principal Owens said gently, “we
have some very bad news.”

She nodded, she couldn’t say anything.

“There was an…accident,” her father said.

“An accident?” Meggie’s body felt funny, like
it wasn’t really there.

“Mechanical failure,” her father said.
“There…there were no survivors.”

“What failed?” she asked dumbly.

Her mother looked at her. “The plane. Roger
and Tina’s plane.”

Meggie shook her head. “That’s
impossible.”

“No, Meggie,” Principal Owens said. “Sadly,
all too possible. And all too real.”

Meggie stared at Tommy – he was in so much
pain. “But…they can’t be dead. They can’t be. They said they took
out the insurance and everything.”

“Meggie, that was silly, superstitious
nonsense, not real life,” her mother said sharply. “Tom doesn’t
need that kind of help right now.”

“But, they can’t be dead,” Meggie said again.
“It doesn’t work like that.”

“Good people die all the time, Meggie,”
Principal Owens said gently. “We lose people we love, and we have
to move on. We need our friends more than ever during black times
like these.”

Meggie reached for Tommy. “I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t want to hear that!” he shouted. At
her. Tommy had never shouted at her in all the time she’d known
him. “I don’t want to hear how you’re all sorry! I want them
back!”

The adults were all talking, but Meggie
couldn’t hear them anymore. She couldn’t really see them, either. A
black tunnel opened up behind Tommy. It was long and there was no
light at the end of it, just his eyes, looking tortured and sad,
looking at her, at the person who’d caused his parents to die.

 


*****

 


Meggie shook off the feelings of guilt in the
car on the way home. Shock was making her think stupidly. She held
Tommy’s hand the whole way home and it seemed to help him a
little.

But as soon as they got home, he went
upstairs. Tommy was staying in Craig’s old room anyway, because he
was supposed to be with them while Roger and Tina were on their
trip.

Once up, he wouldn’t come out, wouldn’t talk
to anyone, wouldn’t eat dinner. Meggie could barely eat herself.
Mike and her parents weren’t really eating, either.

Meggie got ready for bed, then she crept to
the door. “Tommy?” she whispered. “Can I come in?”

He didn’t say anything, so she risked it and
opened the door. He was lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling.
He was still in the clothes he’d had on for school.

“You should get ready for bed,” she said as
gently as she could.

“Why?” he asked. “Who’s going to care if I do
or if I don’t? Who’s going to care about anything I do
anymore?”

“I care,” Meggie said.

Tommy turned onto his side, his back to her.
“Not like I need you to,” he muttered.

“I can try. I mean, I’m not ever going to be
what your mom was to you, but I care about you. I can try to take
care of you like she did.”

“I knew you’d never understand.” He sounded
angry and miserable. “Just go to bed, Meggie.”

“But…I want to help you.”

“You’ve already done enough.” He laughed
bitterly. “That insurance stuff paid off. Your dad said I’ll be
okay because of it. So, thanks for that.”

Her throat felt tight. “I didn’t mean for it
to work like that. It was supposed to bring them home safely.”

“Yeah, well, it didn’t, okay? It didn’t work
and I don’t want to talk to anyone. I don’t want to hear how
everyone’s sorry and how it’ll seem better with time and how
someone else is going to try to replace my parents. I just want to
be alone. You know, like I am now, forever.”

“You don’t have to be alone,” she said,
trying to keep from crying. “I don’t want you to be alone. I…I’ll
stay with you.”

He was quiet for a few long moments. When he
spoke, his voice was low. “You say that now, but you won’t. You’ll
never stay with me. And it’ll kill me, eventually, and I’ll be
dead, just like my parents, only even more alone.”

The tears rolled down her face. “I didn’t
mean to hurt you.”

“Yeah, well, no one ever means to, right?
Doesn’t matter, what’s done is done. They’re gone, and all the
money in the world won’t bring them back. There isn’t any insurance
for this, okay? Now, please…leave me alone.”

Meggie didn’t know what to say or do. Tommy
had never, ever told her to go away. The guilt came back. Maybe it
was her fault.

She backed out of the room and closed the
door quietly. She heard Tommy start to cry again, though it was
muffled. Meggie walked down the hall to her parents’ room. Their
door was ajar and she could hear voices.

“…don’t think we should tell her,” Mike said.
“At least not yet.” Meggie froze and, though she knew it was wrong,
she listened intently.

“After all that nattering at them to get the
insurance, it feels almost ghoulish,” Mom said. “I can’t understand
how Meggie knew this would happen.”

“Meggie’s obsession with it wasn’t healthy,”
Dad said. “Why was she so sure they were going to die?”

Meggie almost couldn’t breathe. She hadn’t
been sure Roger and Tina were going to die. It was supposed to keep
them safe. She wanted to say something but listened instead.

“Who knows?” Mom said, sounding tired and
miserable. “Suffice to say her inappropriate fixation with the
death of her best friend’s parents has managed to pay off in some
ways. Tom will be taken care of.”

“He’d rather have his parents than the
money,” Mike said with a sniffle.

“We all would,” Dad agreed. “So, what do we
tell Meggie?”

“Well, nothing would be my preference,” Mom
said. “For God’s sake, you know her – she’ll blame herself,
somehow, for her little scheme going wrong. As it is, I don’t know
how it’s going to work, with Tom living under the same roof
permanently now.”

“True,” Dad said with a sigh. “That’s a
problem waiting to happen.”

“Maybe not,” Mike countered. “Tom’s a good
kid. He won’t do anything stupid.”

“Perhaps not,” Dad said. “But Meggie
might.”

“My sister Meggie? The girl who believed
taking out insurance meant you’d never die? That Meggie? I’m a lot
more worried about her coming up with some other crazy scheme like
trying arcane magic spells to raise the dead than I am her doing
anything stupid with Tom.”

Mom heaved a sigh. “I told her she was
jinxing them.”

“Don’t ever say that to her again,” Dad said
strongly. “We don’t need her believing it.”

Meggie crept to her room, close the door, got
into bed, and pulled the covers up over her head. It didn’t help.
She pulled one of her pillows over her head and sobbed.

So it was true. She had jinxed Roger
and Tina. She’d killed her best friend’s parents, left him alone,
made him hate her. And Meggie knew Tommy hated her, because why
else would he shove her away and tell her she didn’t care about
him?

Tommy had figured it out, before she had. And
he’d never love her, ever, because how could you love the person
who’d doomed your parents to die?
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“And then?” Tante
Madia asked.

“Then I didn’t get out of bed. They left us
alone for a week, in that sense. Then we had to go back to
school.”

“And?”

Meggie stared at the blue glow inside the
crystal ball. “Then all I really saw was the black tunnel.
Sometimes I’d see Tina and Roger, sometimes I wouldn’t.”

“What did your parents do?”

“Sent me to doctors.” So many doctors.

“Did the doctors help you?”

“Most of them? No.” Most had said things that
confirmed her guilt.

“You told the doctors what you have told
me?”

Meggie shook her head. “No.”

“Why not?”

“They would have known for sure then, and
told Tommy, so he could be sure it was me who killed them, so he
could have closure.” The doctors had been big on closure. So had
her parents and everyone else. They’d also been big on sharing what
was wrong so it could be aired. Meggie didn’t want it aired, so the
entire world could know what she’d done.

“Why have you told me?”

“Even if you told Tommy, he’d never believe
you, because he doesn’t believe in things like voodoo. He’d believe
the doctors, though.”

“What brought you out of the tunnel?”

“Quirrel.”

“Why?”

Meggie smiled. “Because I was right – holding
him made everything better. And because –” She stopped herself.

“Because?” Tante Madia prodded.

“Because I knew Tommy had forgiven me.”

“Have you forgiven yourself?”

“I can’t. How can I? I killed them. And…I
killed everyone else on the plane with them, too.”

The blue glow faded and the regular light
returned to the room. “Look at me,” Tante Madia said. Meggie did.
Tante Madia shook her head. “I needed to know, because I needed to
be sure.” She sighed. “There is no such thing as jinxing. There is
cursing, yes, and I needed to know if you had done so. But
you did not.”

“But my mother said I’d jinxed them.”

Tante Madia shrugged. “Is your mother a
voodoo priestess, a witch, a sorceress?”

Meggie snorted. “No. She’s a preschool
teacher and a housewife.”

“Then how would she know? I am Tante Madia,”
her voice boomed. “I have seen magic from the dawn of time, I have
molded it with my mind. I watched La Salle arrive here, saw Lafitte
hide his gold and save his emperor, saw this world turn from new to
old to new again. And in that time, I have learned what the few
have forgotten and the many will never know.”

Tante Madia leaned forward, and her eyes were
blazing, like Denise’s eyes had when Mark was telling Meggie she
was a murderer. “And I, Tante Madia, Voodoo Queen of New Orleans,
past, present and future, say you have carried a false burden all
these years. There was no crime, other than the crime of youthful
fancy. There is no punishment because there is no such thing as a
jinx. Wishing does not make anything so, good or bad. Action shows
intent, and there was no action capable of the outcome. You are
absolved because you were never guilty.”

“But…Tommy….”

“Loves you,” Tante Madia said, her voice
gentle now. “And always has. The Devil has blocked and deceived
you. The words he spoke in pain were not against you, though the
Devil made you think they were. Your parents were not assigning
guilt to you, neither were any others. The Devil again.”

“So…it’s over? I’m safe?” Meggie found this
hard to believe.

Tante Madia shook her head. “No. The Devil
pursues you even now. He will take you from your true love if he
can.”

“What do I do?”

Tante Madia looked at her for a few long
moments, then took the three cards up from the table and put them
into the deck. She handed it to Meggie. “Shuffle well.” Meggie did
her best and handed the deck back. Tante Madia laid down a series
of cards and studied them.

“What do they tell you?” Meggie asked, too
tired suddenly to even care what the pictures on the cards were,
let alone their meanings.

“A dark man desires you with evil intent,”
she answered without looking up from the cards. “A darker man will
protect you until a light man arrives to save you. Friends and
family are near, but are thwarted. Your journey is not over, and
the line between success and despair is fine. You must find
yourself before the light man can find you. And you must be willing
to sacrifice your dearest treasure, for only then will you be able
to possess it forever.”

Meggie tried to process this and gave up.
“Um, okay, great. Thanks.”

Tante Madia looked up and smiled. “Your
protector is here. Lean on him as you have already.”

She meant Wylie, Meggie knew that without
asking. She looked over at him. Merle was eating feed out of
Wylie’s palm. “What do I do next?”

Wylie cocked his head at her. It was clear he
was examining her like he had before. “There were a lot of people
on the streets calling for you before we got to Tante Madia’s.”
Meggie nodded. “You stand out, but some because of how you’re
dressed.”

“I don’t have anything else to wear.”

“Yet.” Wylie grinned. “Give me a minute
here.” He looked her up and down. “Think I can lift something in
your size.”

“No. I can’t let you steal something for me.
It’s not fair to the merchant you’d take it from. They didn’t hurt
me. If we were stealing from Mark and his friends I might not mind,
but I can’t go along with stealing from anyone else.”

“Gotta get shoes for you,” Wylie said.

Tante Madia stood up. “Wait here.” She
disappeared through the door that looked like part of the wall and
was back quickly with what looked like ballet slippers in one hand
and what looked like a very old-fashioned medical bag in the other.
She handed the slippers to Meggie, then had her take her feet out
of the basin.

Wylie whistled. “They look a lot better than
I expected.”

Tante Madia’s mouth turned up in a small
smile. “You doubt me?”

“Only a little and only about things like
this,” Wylie said, with a wink for Meggie.

Tante Madia sprayed something on her feet
that dried them. It also felt like it was sealing them, covering
blisters and cuts. “What is that?” Meggie asked.

“Voodoo cure. We’ll let it sit for a few more
minutes, then you can put the shoes on and see how standing feels.
Until then, close your eyes and rest.”

Meggie did as requested. She wondered if
Tante Madia was right, if she really wasn’t responsible for Tommy’s
parents’ deaths. She wanted to doubt, but Tante Madia’s power
radiated off her, and besides, Wylie hadn’t seen what Meggie had
seen, all the red glowing stuff. After all, Tante Madia was a
voodoo queen, and she would know, wouldn’t she?

Meggie crossed her arms on the table and put
her head on them. The images of the first three cards Tante Madia
had turned over for her floated through her mind – the Devil, the
Lovers, and Death. The cards swirled around each other, fighting
for dominance, but the Lovers showed itself to her the most. It
looked like her and Tommy on the card, not drawings.

Another card floated in her mind. The Wheel
of Fortune. The card spun and spun, until it was nothing but a
blur.

Something came out of the blur, another Tarot
card – a woman with a lion, Strength. The woman on the card looked
up from the lion and straight at Meggie. She smiled and for a
moment, Meggie was sure it was Tina.

But before she could call to her, all the
cards slipped away into velvety blackness.
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They reached Café du
Monde. The three of them looked at every table and all around, but
there were no signs of Meggie.

Tom hadn’t figured they’d find her here – it
was too open, too exposed, and the timing sounded like it was too
long ago – but his heart fell anyway. He pulled out a chair at an
empty table and sat down. Jack and Raquel joined him.

“Now what?” Tom asked. “Any ideas?”

Jack eyed him. “Yeah. You drink coffee?”

“Yes, why?”

“We have no plan, we’re all wiped out. I’m
getting us something to drink. You want a café au lait,
Raquel?”

“Please. And some beignets, too, please. All
this running around’s made me hungry.”

“Do we have the time for this?” Tom
snapped.

Jack patted his shoulder. “Yes. Try Wylie
again. If you reach him, we’ll have some kind of direction. If you
don’t, we need to stop and think, instead of running around
aimlessly. It’s easier to think while doing something normal.” He
headed to the counter.

Tom did as instructed, but he hit Wylie’s
voicemail again immediately, so the phone was probably still turned
off. He sighed and leaned his head on his hand. “I have no idea of
what to do or where she’d go. Or, more importantly, where this
Wylie would take Meggie since he didn’t take her to Tante Madia as
expected.”

“Why would he take her here, like the Grand
Master thought?” Raquel asked.

Tom looked around. Jack was back with a tray
before he was done. “There’s a big police presence around this
area, isn’t there?” The sun was down now, but the area was well
lit.

Jack nodded. “This is a huge tourist stop,
and the locals eat here, too. Don’t want your tourists attacked at
Café du Monde. It’s bad for the town’s reputation.”

“And this Wylie’s a petty thief and dealer,”
Tom murmured.

“What are you thinking?” Raquel asked.

“He took Meggie here for a couple of reasons.
Probably for the same reason we’re here, in that sense – sit down,
have a coffee, rest and regroup. So Mark and the gang weren’t
around. And if Meggie wasn’t, as the Grand Master said, someone who
needed Wylie’s help, then he could leave her here, or just shove
her into a cop and run. That way, she’s got protection and he’s out
of it with a clear conscience.”

“That makes sense of a sort,” Jack said
slowly. “I’m assuming you didn’t reach him?”

“No, went to voicemail after the first ring.
Now, why would he have let Meggie call me, and then, the moment she
reached me, hung up?”

“Someone was around who they didn’t want to
hear her conversation,” Raquel said as she bit into a beignet.

Tom and Jack looked at each other. “That
could only be Mark and his goon squad,” Jack said.

“So, does that mean Mark has her already?”
Tom’s stomach clenched. If that was the case, then every moment
wasted was a moment Meggie was in even worse danger.

“Maybe, but if so, that voodoo queen wasn’t
much help.” Jack indicated Tom should have a beignet, too. He did,
unwillingly, even though it tasted great and his stomach was
clearly happy to have food heading towards it.

Raquel shook her head. “If Mark had Meggie,
Tante Madia would have known. And told us.”

“You have a lot more faith in that than I
do,” Tom said.

Raquel shrugged. “She’s the real deal, not my
fault you two don’t believe.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Jack said. “Denise
told me they found the car. Craig had the police impound it, so on
the plus side, the jerks aren’t driving away any time soon.
Meggie’s purse was inside, but the police wouldn’t let any of us
have it – need it for evidence of kidnapping.”

“One small favor is still a favor,” Tom said
with a sigh. He’d worry about how to get her purse back once he had
her back. “So, where do we go from here?”

“Well, what do we think Wylie did?” Raquel
was on her second beignet.

Tom examined her. “Are you tired?”

She shrugged. “Not too bad. We’ve gotten to
stop and rest and all that. Wish I was in more comfortable clothes
and shoes, though, but I’m sure every woman with us feels that
way.”

“Meggie’s got to be exhausted,” Tom said,
more to himself than the others. “Stopping here to rest and confirm
if she was someone he wanted to continue helping wouldn’t have
taken that long, and coffee and donuts only help so much.”

“Maybe they stayed here a while,” Raquel
offered.

“No. In fact, we know roughly when they left,
since it had to be somewhere right after she tried calling me.” His
mind whirred.

“So, what are you thinking?” Jack asked.

“Well, the police don’t have her, because if
they did, Craig would know and this would all be over. So, Wylie
must have felt he could or should keep on helping her.” Tom looked
at Raquel. “So, where do you think he took her?”

She shrugged. “You guys gonna eat that last
beignet?”

“No, have it,” Jack said with a laugh. “Lord
knows where you’re packing that all away.”

“Told you, I’m hungry,” she said between
bites. “Anyway, I think he took her where he planned to, to see
Tante Madia.”

“So we just missed her.” Tom resisted the
urge to slam his head against the table. “If this voodoo queen is
really all that great, why did she let us leave?”

Raquel shrugged. “Maybe she thought it was
more important for you to meet the Grand Master.”

“More important than protecting Meggie?” Tom
knew he sounded angry.

Raquel rolled her eyes. “Per, like, everyone,
Wylie’s protecting Meggie. Pretty damn well, too, if you think
about it.”

Tom and Jack exchanged another look. “She’s
right,” Jack said. “Your brothers and sister as smart as you?”

Raquel grinned. “Per my Mom and Dad? Yes. Per
me? No way, José.”

“So, okay, if we say Tante Madia knows what
she’s doing,” which Tom was not prepared to swear to, “then is
Meggie with her now?”

“Only one way to find out,” Jack said as they
finished their food. He stood up. “At least we know the way.”

“We’re going to know the entire French
Quarter by heart by the time this is done,” Tom said. “I’d like to
know where Mark has that pastor stashed, too. Just in case.”

“Ask Tante Madia when we see her again,”
Raquel said as they started off at their usual trot for longer
distances.

“Yeah, because her answers have been
such a help so far,” Tom said with half-laugh.

“Maybe they have been, and you just don’t
realize it,” Raquel said.

“Here’s hoping,” Tom said, as the sound of
Meggie’s voice calling his name pounded in his ears. “Here’s
hoping.”
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Meggie woke up with a
start. Tante Madia wasn’t in the room any more, and neither was
Merle. But Wylie was.

“Feel a little better?” he asked her
kindly.

“Yes. How long was I asleep?”

“Not all that long. Took yourself a little
cat nap.”

“Yeah, I don’t feel fuzzy or tired.” She sat
up straight. “What are we going to do next? Can I call Tommy
now?”

Wylie nodded. “I expect.”

Tante Madia returned as Wylie was fishing out
his phone. “You may call whoever you want, but you may not tell
them you are with Tante Madia.”

“Why not? What if Tommy wants to come get
me?” Meggie hoped he did, but didn’t feel confident he would. Just
because Tante Madia said she wasn’t guilty didn’t mean Tommy
agreed.

“Then you and Wylie will arrange where to
meet. He is not called to Tante Madia, he cannot find me,
therefore, nor should he try.”

“O-Okay.” Meggie didn’t want to argue, but
she didn’t feel all that safe leaving here, either. “But…can I ask
why not?”

Tante Madia nodded. “I have read the cards
while you slept. This is how it must be.”

Meggie risked a look at Wylie. He looked a
little confused and not all that convinced, too. “Really?” he
asked.

Tante Madia looked at him. “You must trust in
me, as you always have.”

Wylie shrugged. “Okay. Not arguing,” he added
under his breath. “No one argues with the Voodoo Queen of New
Orleans.” He handed Meggie the phone. “If he wants to meet up with
you, find out how far away from the corner of Bourbon and Saint
Philip he is, then tell him you’ll meet him at Lafitte’s Blacksmith
Shop. We’ll wait here until it’s time to meet up with him. If
that’s alright,” he added respectfully.

Tante Madia looked thoughtful and shook her
head. “The light man will not be long and he is not far, either. Is
it him you call?”

“Tommy has dirty blond hair, does that count
for him to be the light man?”

“Yes.”

“Then that’s who I want to call, yes.” She
swallowed hard.

Tante Madia stroked her hair. “You fear this
call?”

Meggie nodded. “Yes, I do.”

“Why?”

“Because even if you’re right, that it’s not
my fault, that doesn’t mean he doesn’t blame me.”

Tante Madia shook her head again. “Then you
do not know him at all and he is alone, as he feared he would be.
Put the shoes on, first. You must leave here before you call.”
Wylie opened his mouth, but she shot a look at him and he closed it
again.

“Oh, right.” Meggie tried to put her foot
into her own shoes, but couldn’t manage it. They fit, but the pain
was intense. She pulled the slippers on that Tante Madia provided.
They were soft and comfortable. “Are you sure it’s okay to walk on
Bourbon Street in these?”

“Yes, they are stronger than you realize.”
Tante Madia put Meggie’s shoes into a cloth bag and handed it to
her. Meggie took the bag and picked Quirrel up from the table. She
stared at him. “Put him in, too,” Tante Madia said softly. Meggie
did so, reluctantly. Tante Madia took the bag and pulled a string.
The bag’s drawstring pulled shut and she handed it back. “Hook it
over your head.”

Meggie was able to do so rather easily; it
was like a purse with an extra-long strap. “Thank you.”

Tante Madia helped her stand and kissed her
forehead. “Leave all false guilt and fear here with me – I will
send it back to the Devil and complete the cleansing of your
spirit. Go with strength, hold fast to your heart’s desire, and you
will succeed over the Devil’s plan.”

Meggie hugged her. “Thank you.”

“Go out the back way,” Tante Madia said to
Wylie. “I have others approaching.”

He nodded, took Meggie’s hand, and led her
through the door that looked like part of the wall. They were in a
long hallway with doors on the right and left, as well as one at
the end. They went to this one quickly, Wylie opened the door, and
they slipped out.

It was dark, and Meggie clutched Wylie’s hand
unconsciously. “It’s okay, girl,” he said quietly. “I’ll stay with
you ‘til the end, I promise.”

They went down the stairs slowly, then Wylie
took her through a narrow alley and they were back on Bourbon
Street. Wylie kept them in the mouth of the alley, however. He
handed her his phone, Meggie took a deep breath, and dialed.

“Hello?” Tommy sounded out of breath.

“Tommy, it’s Meggie.”

“Baby, where are you? Are you okay? Has
anyone hurt you?” He was talking so fast she almost couldn’t
understand him. “I don’t care what Mark told you, Meggie baby, you
didn’t do anything wrong, ever, and you haven’t killed anyone. And
I don’t hate you, I never have, and I never will. I love you.
Please tell me you’re okay.”

She let out the breath she’d been holding.
“You…you’re sure you’re not…mad at me?”

“Of course I’m sure. Oh, Meggie baby, where
are you? Please let me come get you. I miss you so much and I’m so
worried about you.”

“I miss you, too. You’re sure you still love
me?”

Tommy gave a half-laugh, half-sob. “I’ve been
sure since seventh grade. Yes, I’m still sure now. Are you hurt? I
know they manhandled you, at least, to get you into the car.”

She had to tell him. “Tommy, Mark took
Denise, too, and he…he threw her out of the car at the Gator Lake
turnoff, where we saw the alligator.” She tried not to sob. “I
don’t know if she’s okay or not.”

“She’s fine. Jennie got her before anything
else could. She’s angry and upset, but not with you. She
told us how Mark and the others were treating you, what they were
saying to you. They’re vicious, lying bastards, you understand me?
I don’t want you believing anything they said. Now, please, tell me
where you are so I can come get you and keep you safe. I feel like
I’m going crazy, not knowing if you’re okay or not.”

“I’m okay – Wylie’s been protecting me. It’s
his phone I’m using.”

“I know. I called back when you called
before. Why did you hang up?”

“Mark was there. I had to hide and then we
had to run.”

“I understand, you did the right thing.
Meggie baby, please, where are you?”

“I’m in New Orleans in the French
Quarter.”

“I know that. I’m here too. So are a lot of
other people, all of us trying desperately to find you before Mark
or his friends can grab you again. I’ll tell you all about it if
you’ll just, please God, tell me where you are.”

“Corner of Bourbon and Saint –”

Wylie put his hand over her mouth and hung up
the phone. He shoved it in his pocket and jerked his head towards
the street. Meggie looked where he was. Mark and Eddie were there,
and they were looking around.

Wylie took her hand. “Walking slowly until I
say run,” he said in a low voice.

They started off, down Bourbon Street towards
where more of the crowds were. “There she is!” It was Mark’s
voice.

Wylie didn’t need to say run – they both took
off. Meggie was amazed at how much faster she could run in the
slippers Tante Madia had given her. “Where to?” she gasped as they
dodged through groups of drunken college students. “Tommy’s here
and he’s trying to get to me.”

“Yeah, I picked that up. You took too long
with the tearful reunion, girl.”

“I know. I was just….”

“Afraid he didn’t love you anymore. I got
it.” Wylie ran them into a store, dodging through the racks and
customers, around the counter, ignoring the staff shouting at them,
and out through the back. They were in another alley and he sped
them up. They reached a door with a red light over it, and he
pounded on it.

“Is this a brothel?” Meggie asked in a
whisper.

Wylie managed a laugh. “No.” He looked around
and pounded harder. Meggie realized it was in a pattern.

The door opened and a huge black man looked
out. He was in tight black pants and a tight black t-shirt that
said ‘Security’ on it. The clothes were tight because he was so
muscular. Meggie knew this was a bouncer, and that meant she had a
good idea of what kind of business this was.

“You,” the bouncer said to Wylie. “What do
you want? Performers only back here, not boyfriends of
performers.”

“Got a new girl, Tiny. She’s so popular the
men are running after her,” Wylie said, jerking his head down the
alley. “I’m her manager, so, need to come in, too, to handle her
contract negotiations and all that.” Tiny snorted.

Meggie looked. Sure enough, Mark and the
others were coming towards them at a run. She looked at the big
man. “Please let us in. They want to hurt me.”

Tiny sighed. “Come on. Both of you.” Wylie
shoved her in and came in right after her. Mark almost got him.

“Give me that girl,” Mark snarled at the big
man.

“Performers only,” Tiny said, sounding
bored.

“Give me that girl, you stupid –”

Eddie jerked Mark back. “Sorry, he’s a little
enthusiastic.” He made eye contact with Meggie. “We’ll just watch
the show like all the other customers.”

Tiny slammed the door in their faces without
further comment. He bolted it and slammed down a wooden two-by-four
barrier as well. He looked at Wylie. “If she’s a stripper, I’m
Eminem.”

Wylie laughed. “Stripper? No, man, she’s a
singer.”

“Really? Huh. Well, we’ll see. The boss’ll be
glad if she is.”

“So Candy tells me. You okay with us going to
her dressing room?”

Tiny shrugged. “Sure, like if I said ‘no’
it’d stop you?”

“Might,” Wylie said with a grin. “Oh,
forgetting my manners. Meggie, this is Tiny. Tiny, this is Meggie.
She’s…under protection.”

Tiny raised his eyebrow and looked Meggie up
and down. “Just yours?”

“No,” Wylie said. “Not just mine.”

“Well, okay. You’ll still have to square it
with the boss. You know how he is.”

“We will do.” Wylie took Meggie’s hand again
and led her through a series of small rooms, most filled with
standard bar supplies, some with costuming and other things they
went by too quickly for her to identify.

“I’m a singer?” she asked him quietly.

“Singers don’t have to strip.”

“I’m a singer! Lovely voice. Wylie, what the
hell are we doing here?”

“Your man still love you?”

“Yes.” He’d said it and it had sounded like
he’d meant it. “Yes.”

“Where’s your man?”

“He’s here somewhere. He said a bunch of
other people were here too, trying to find me.”

“Good. It dawns on me that, since we couldn’t
stay with Tante Madia, we need to be in one spot, where your man
can actually get to you. A spot with a lot of mean, nasty, and
above all, big men who will break the necks of those mean, nasty,
not quite as big men trying to hurt you.”

“You know, my original plan, before you found
me, was to get into a strip club and ask the bouncers to protect
me. But I didn’t have any money and they all charge a cover.”

Wylie gave her an approving look. “You’re not
used to this, are you?”

“Used to what?”

“Being someone’s helpless victim. I mean, I
heard what you told Tante Madia, but thinking you’d done wrong like
that could make anyone low. No, I mean you’re not normally standing
around crying and cringing.”

“I’m a sales rep for our toy company. And,
no, honestly, I’m normally not totally pathetic.”

“It just the guys after you? That have done
this to you, I mean.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She
didn’t. Everything was too confused, too different, too
frightening. Thinking about why was more than she could handle
right now. “I feel terrified one minute, crazy the next, sane the
minute after. I have no idea what’s going on and less idea of how
to control it.”

“Ah. You can’t control life, girl.” He
squeezed her hand. “It’ll all work out.”

“How do you know?”

“Tante Madia told me so, and if she says it’s
so, it’s so.”

They reached what was clearly the strippers’
changing room. There were half a dozen women in it, in various
stages of undress. One who was particularly pretty, with a great
figure and a full head of long, black hair, looked at them with a
shocked expression. “Wylie, what’s going on?” She sounded Cajun, at
least as far as Meggie could tell.

“Candy, this is Meggie. Meggie, my girl,
Candy.”

Meggie put her hand out. “Pleased to meet
you. Wylie’s saved my life a lot today.”

“Oh, a rescued stray,” Candy said with a
smile, as she shook Meggie’s hand. “I was worried for a minute that
I was getting replaced.”

Meggie looked at Wylie, who looked flattered
and amused, then back at Candy. “Oh, um, no. Not to worry. I have a
boyfriend. I think. Actually, he’s sort of my husband. Only
not.”

Candy looked at Wylie and started to laugh.
“Okay. Gotcha. She’s here why?”

Wylie opened his mouth, his eyes widened just
a bit, he shut his mouth, then he smiled widely. “She’s here to
apply for the singer’s job. Great voice on this little girl. And
look at that figure. She’ll look good in the costumes.”

Meggie checked out who Wylie was obviously
talking at. A middle-aged white man in a disheveled white suit. She
forced herself into a business mindset. This was the boss, she was
prepared to bet money on it. And if the boss said she couldn’t stay
here, then that meant the bouncers would let Mark have her.

“It’s been my lifelong dream,” Meggie said
earnestly. “I can dance, too. But,” she added quickly, “I promised
my grandmother I’d never strip in public.” She smiled sweetly
towards the man in the suit.

Candy and the other girls were trying not to
laugh, but the man in the suit looked interested. “When can you
start?”

“Well, Wylie hasn’t had a lot of time to go
over the job with me.”

“Right, right,” Wylie said quickly. “I just
told Meggie here how you, Mister Ferber, were trying to make this
club into a classy place, give the tourists something more than
just titties and ass. Give them a real show, make The Fox Hole a
destination, not just another club like all the others. A place
where big talent launches, that sort of thing.”

Mr. Ferber nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly.
Where you from, young lady?”

“California.” Mr. Ferber looked shocked and
potentially pleased. Meggie figured she’s lied so much this weekend
that she might as well go for broke. “Hollywood. I’m an actress,
but what I really want to do is sing.”

“You are just what I’ve been hoping
for,” Mr. Ferber said in a hushed tone.

Wylie put his arm around Mr. Ferber’s
shoulders. “Why don’t you and I go talk about contracts and tryouts
and all that while Meggie gets to know the girls?”

“You able to sing with the karaoke machine?”
Mr. Ferber asked as Wylie led him out of the room. “Or do you need
live musicians?”

“Oh, whatever works best for your club,
Mister Ferber. I’m flexible.” He beamed at her as they left the
room. Meggie looked at Candy. “I’m going to Hell. I just thought I
should say that out loud.”

Candy and the other girls laughed. “Then
honey, welcome home,” Candy said. “‘Cause that’s where we’re all
headed.”
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The phone went dead
again and Tom cursed. “They’re at the corner of Bourbon Street and
Saint something.” He looked at Tante Madia. “Was she here?”

“What do you think?” Tante Madia asked.

“Tom, the street we’re on is Saint Philip,”
Raquel said.

“Yeah, I think she was here. I think she was
just here.” Tom knew he was snarling. “And I want to know
what game you’re playing. You knew we were looking for her and you
let her leave. The last time she hung up on me it was because Mark
was about to get them. So I’m betting that’s the case now.” He
looked at Jack. “Let’s go.”

“If you go, then you will not know my
‘game’,” Tante Madia said calmly.

“And if I stay, then I give that creep
another chance to hurt my girl.”

“The injury she carries has nothing to do
with him.” Tante Madia shrugged. “You, like the others, have taken
the easy solution, the simple answer.” She looked at Jack. “You
understand. Explain it to him.”

“What are you talking about?” Tom looked at
Jack. “What does she mean.”

Jack was looking at Tante Madia suspiciously.
“Why do you think I understand what’s going on with Meggie?”

“Don’t you?” she asked with a smile.

“Time’s wasting,” Tom snapped.

Jack sighed. “True. Look, I said it to
Meggie’s father not too long ago. Everyone took the easy fix –
look, Tom gave Meggie a stuffed toy and she’s all better, hooray.
But, why in the world would a stuffed animal, even one made
specifically for her, pull her out of the deep depression she was
in? No one’s bothered to dig to figure that out.”

“The doctors asked, she said it made her
happy.”

Raquel rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and Meggie
told the doctors everything, right?”

Tom looked at Tante Madia. “I need to get to
her, to take care of her. She’s in danger and she needs me.” His
voice broke. “I just want to hold her and tell her everything’s
okay and have it be true.”

“If you want to actually save her, all of
her, then you must wait,” Tante Madia said. “But the wait will not
be too long.”

Tante Madia held his gaze and Tom considered
what his options really were. Without a doubt, Meggie and Wylie had
been at the blacksmith shop, had spotted or been spotted by Mark,
and had run off again. So, he could run downstairs, but they’d be
long gone and he’d be back to having less than no idea where she
was.

“Jack, please call everyone and tell them to
focus on Bourbon Street,” he said without breaking eye contact with
Tante Madia. “It’s dark out, but still loaded with people, so I’m
betting Wylie keeps them around it, so he has a hope of help if
they need it.”

“On it.” Jack stepped away and started
dialing.

“Raquel, you heard my side of everything. Do
you have any guesses as to why Quirrel pulled Meggie out?”

“Why me?” she asked.

“Because you’re closest in age to what Meggie
was when my parents died.”

Raquel sighed. “Why were you and Meggie
talking so long? I mean, if it was me and I’d been kidnapped and my
boyfriend was on the phone, asking where I was, I’d tell him right
away. But she didn’t. Why?”

The corners of Tante Madia’s mouth turned up
just a bit, so Tom considered this. “She wanted to know I still
loved her.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. When did you
stop being a total nerd?”

This shocked him so much he looked away from
Tante Madia to stare at Raquel. “Excuse me?”

“Well, you’re not a nerd now. I mean, you
are, I get it, no one but a super nerd would have a chance of
beating the Grand Master. But you don’t look or act like some geek,
so you haven’t been for a while.”

“You didn’t see me play golf.”

Raquel laughed. “Yeah, but you’re really hot
looking. So, when did that start?”

“I have no idea.” He didn’t. Tom hadn’t felt
attractive until he was out of college, and it wasn’t like he
considered himself some sort of hunk now, either.

Raquel pursed her lips. “Well, my guess is
that you started getting cute around fifteen. And I think maybe
Meggie noticed.”

He shook his head. “She told me she started
to like me around senior year, which was why she asked me to the
Prom.”

Raquel rolled her eyes and looked at Tante
Madia. “I know you know. Why do I have to explain all this?”

Tante Madia smiled, and Tom realized it was
with great fondness. “Because you have deep insight. Why are you
the other one with him?” She nodded her head towards Tom. “Why you
and no one else?”

“It just worked out that way,” Raquel
said.

Tante Madia shook her head. “That is not the
way of things.”

Raquel shrugged. “If you say so.” Raquel
looked back at Tom. “I think Meggie was already thinking of whether
or not you’d be boyfriend material when your parents died. She
blamed herself for it, and you’re Mister Super Brain, so I’m
betting she figured you blamed her too.”

“Makes sense,” Jack called over his
shoulder.

Tom suddenly wanted to talk to Tante Madia,
but in private. So it shocked him when she took his arm. “Come.”
She led him out of what he considered her Reading Room, and into a
room down a hall and in the back. It looked more like an office,
with a desk, chair and sofa. “Sit.” She put him on the sofa and
shut the door behind them.

He looked around. There was some voodoo
paraphernalia here, but there were also framed degrees. “You’re a
doctor?” He looked more closely. “Of psychology?”

“Among others, yes.”

“So, that why you con people so well?”

She sighed as she sat at the desk. “You’re
making all of this harder than it has to be. And, you’ve made it
harder than it has to be for years.”

“Why are we in here?”

“Because your mind is too logical and you
need to talk to the side of me I no longer show in public.” She
gave him an amused look. “The doctor side, the side Meggie would
have ignored.”

Light dawned. “You got most of it out of me,
then used your voodoo crap to, what, fool her?”

Tante Madia sighed with exasperation. “It
works, as well as conventional science. Most in need, especially
those here, must be reached emotionally. The cards don’t lie. I
used them before I ever went to school. I have a doctorate in
comparative religion, too, as well as others.”

“You don’t look old enough.”

She smiled slowly. “I would tell you why that
is, but you would not believe. Instead, I give you the answer you
can believe – I’m smarter than you.”

“Maybe.” Possibly. Tom wasn’t prepared to
swear to it, to anything, right now. “So, what’s going on? Why did
you let Meggie leave when you, clearly, knew we were coming, since
you have this entire place wired for video and audio pickup?”

She shrugged. “You are the problem. Not this
Mark, who pursues her, but you.”

Tom’s throat felt tight and he looked down.
So, he’d been right the other night. He was the one causing
all this anguish for Meggie. Well, he loved her enough to be a man.
“Tell me where she is, so I can let her family go get her. I’ll go
home and make sure she never sees me again.” Each word ripped his
heart and he wondered if he’d survive getting home, knowing he’d
lost Meggie forever.

Tante Madia sighed again. “You have both made
this so difficult. If your parents had lived it would have been
different, this I know. The wounds Meggie carries are those of
false guilt, a child’s misunderstanding of others’ reactions to
grief and pain. You must figure out, for yourself, why Quirrel
saved her. And you must do it now, and quickly.”

He looked up. “What will it matter? If I’m
the one hurting her, I need to go far away from her.”

She shook her head. “Is that what you truly
believe? That leaving her alone is the answer?”

“She wouldn’t be alone. She has her family,
and friends.”

“And they brought her back before? They were
the ones who determined what to do to help bring her out of the
black tunnel?”

“No, but –”

“No more excuses, no more avoidance! You must
do what you do best, you must be yourself.”

Tom sat there, wondering what she meant. “The
only things I do better than other people are think and, at least
according to Meggie, create lovable plush.” Tante Madia stared at
him and he was pretty sure she was thinking ‘duh’ at him as well.
He cleared his throat. “You want me to think, don’t you?”

She rolled her eyes. “If you believe you
can.”

He leaned his head back and closed his eyes.
The question and the answer was Quirrel. So, why? He remembered
pulling his drawing pad out from under his bed, after months of
Meggie walking through life wrapped in darkness. He’d stared at it,
and remembered that she’d said one of his drawings in particular
would make everything better if she could hold it. That’s why he’d
made it, why he’d worked every spare minute, found the best and
safest materials, focused all his attention in how to turn a
two-dimensional drawing into a three-dimensional thing.

He forced his mind back to the last things he
could remember before his parents had died. Meggie had been over
for dinner the night before they were leaving, they’d been on his
bed together. There had been something funny in her expression when
she’d looked at him. Maybe Raquel was right, maybe Meggie
had started to like him then. So, what did that mean, if
anything?

Tom forced himself to remember the first day,
when they’d called him out of class and told him he was an orphan.
He’d yelled at people – he hadn’t been thinking of anyone but
himself. Everyone had told him that was okay, that it was natural.
He wondered if anyone had talked to Meggie, told her that Tom would
be upset and angry, even with the people he loved the most.

“No one told her anything,” he said slowly.
“No one talked to her about how she’d feel, how I’d be reacting.
Everyone focused on me, no one took the time to tell Meggie that
feelings of guilt and anger were normal.” He looked at Tante Madia.
“And by the time they did, it was too late. I’d already yelled at
her, shoved her away.” Even though what he’d wanted was to hold
her.

Tante Madia nodded. “And so?”

“So I gave her Quirrel and she knew, what?
That I loved her?”

She shook her head. “She has never doubted
that you loved her as a friend.”

What had Raquel said? That Meggie would have
thought Tom had ‘figured out’ she’d been responsible for his
parents’ death. Meaning Quirrel would look like, what? A token of
forgiveness?

“I told her she wasn’t responsible,” he said,
feeling confused. “I told her just now.”

“True, you did. Why is she reduced to
incapability when this Mark is attacking?”

“He’s a big guy, and he’s with four other big
guys. They can and have hurt her.”

Tante Madia stared at him without
speaking.

Tom tried again. He had to think like Meggie,
not himself. His mind jumped to Knight and their other competitors.
They were all men and bigger than Meggie, but she hadn’t been
frightened by their obvious attacks. She’d said that it was a
normal situation and felt comfortable. So, it wasn’t being attacked
that caused her problems.

So, what was Mark doing or saying that was
causing Meggie to go to pieces? He was taking Quirrel away from her
and threatening to destroy him. Okay, that would mean Meggie felt
her proof of Tom’s forgiveness was destroyed. But what else was
there?

“I want to talk to Jack.”

“No, not yet. You must come to this on your
own. Your knight cannot help his king with this, even though I know
he already knows.”

This felt like a hint. What would Jack
already understand that Tom didn’t yet? Potentially a lot. He was a
dozen years older, far more experienced, used to dealing with and
managing diverse sets of people. But there was more to it – Tante
Madia kept on referring to Jack as a knight and Tom as the king.
What did knights do? Well, they protected their king and queen. And
Jack was certainly doing that – he’d protected Tom from Craig and
Meggie’s dad, eye-to-eye in the case of Mr. Meyers.

Physical protection. Jack was a lot bigger
than Tom. So were Mark and all his friends.

“She thinks they’re going to hurt me,”
he said slowly. “Quirrel is, to Meggie, an extension of me. So,
hurt Quirrel, show how you want to hurt Tom, right?”

“I believe so, yes.”

Tom sighed. “I get it. And, in that sense, I
can understand it.” Once a wimpy nerd, always a wimpy nerd, after
all. He looked into Tante Madia’s eyes. “I know what I have to
do.”

“Good. And are you ready to do what you will
have to?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be, yeah. So, where is
she?”

“I have no idea.” Tante Madia smiled. “With
her protector, who will continue to do so until the light man
arrives to save her.”

“That’s what you told her?”

“That is what her cards showed.” Tante Madia
leaned forward. “And the cards never lie.”
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The girls were nice
and extremely supportive as Meggie finished the Reader’s Digest
version of this weekend and the events leading up to it. She wanted
to call Tommy, but felt her latest set of protectors deserved to
know what was going on first, for a variety of reasons. “So, I need
to call Tommy and stay away from Mark and his friends.”

Candy nodded. “Wylie was right to bring you
here. Can you actually sing?”

“Yeah, but not like professionally or
anything. But I don’t make people want to claw their eardrums out.
You think I’m really going to have to?”

“Well, yeah,” Starr, one of the other girls,
said. “Right now, you’re just visiting us, you know? But the minute
you go on stage, you’re one of the performers. And that means Tiny,
Bubba, and Buster will break the neck of any guy who tries to grab
you.”

“Besides,” Crystal, another stripper, added,
“Mister Ferber’s been trying singers out for weeks. They’ve all
stunk. So how bad could you be?”

“Haven’t been booed off the stage before, so
hopefully okay.” Meggie thought about this. “Do you have a karaoke
machine for real?”

“Yeah,” Candy said. “And Mister Ferber bought
like every track imaginable. He only took over The Fox Hole six
months ago, but he’s gone full on in trying to make us a really
classy joint.”

“He used to be an accountant,” Crystal added.
“He hated it.”

“Used to be our best client, too,” Starr
said. “That’s why he bought the place. Just loved it here, loved
all us girls.”

“Was this place going out of business?”

Candy shrugged. “Business hasn’t been great
recently. You know, like for everyone everywhere.”

“He kept everyone on,” Crystal said. “Said we
were family and had to stick together, like family should.”

“That’s really sweet,” Meggie said. It was.
Like O’Rourke, only Mr. Ferber didn’t seem to have the heavy
emphasis on family values. Maybe it was a New Orleans thing –
family feelings required for business. Or maybe everyone here was
crazy and that’s why she was fitting in so well.

“So, let’s get you into a costume.” Candy
took her arm. “Starr, get the song listing pulled up so Meggie can
figure out what she knows well enough to sing. Crystal, let Bubba
and Buster know our new girl might have some over-eager fans in the
audience.”

Those two nodded and left the dressing room,
while Candy led her to a rack of outfits. The other girls headed
out for their stripping shift on stage, while other girls came in
to change and rest, got introduced and told Meggie was the new
singer and had an abusive ex who wanted to hurt her and her much
better current guy. All the new girls were as sympathetic as the
previous ones.

“We’ll see if you can wear any of the shoes
or if we just keep you in those slippers, but we’ll worry about
that once we find the right outfit for you.”

“Shouldn’t that be whatever fits?”

“No way. You need to have a theme, a look,
that’s yours alone.”

“I sell plush toys for a living and have a
crazy ex stalking me, while the guy I’m in love with gets to wonder
why he’s in love with a crazy girl. I’m not getting much of a theme
for that other than maybe a horror movie.”

“Favorite animal?”

“Cats.” And Quirrel, but Meggie didn’t think
a stuffed animal outfit was going to do the trick here.

“Oooh,” Starr called as she came back in with
a laptop. “Meggie the Cat!”

Candy looked thoughtful. “Like from “Cat on a
Hot Tin Roof”, right? Only Meggie instead of Maggie?”

“Right. And we have a ton of cat stuff,”
Starr added while she typed. “Got our entire song catalog up,
Meggie, whenever you’re ready. We program the songs in, but since
we take requests from the audience a lot, we’re good at altering
the play list on the fly, so we’ll pick your songs and you can just
cue me for what you want to sing.”

“You guys are really high tech.”

Candy shrugged. “Wylie’s helped with
that.”

Meggie heard what sounded like the noise a
lot of people make when cheering. “How big is this place?”

“One of the biggest strip clubs in New
Orleans,” Candy said proudly. “So pretty big. It’s a Sunday night,
but we can pack to capacity on Friday or Saturday.”

“And capacity is?”

“Two hundred and fifty, give or take.” Candy
eyed her, then pulled out a tiger-striped outfit. “I think this is
the one. Colors will work well with your complexion and hair, and I
know it’ll fit you. It’s clean, because we dry clean everything and
no one’s worn this for weeks.” Probably true, it was still in a dry
cleaning bag. “And it’s not overly revealing.”

Overly revealing was, Meggie realized as she
changed, a matter of perspective. She had to remove her bra and
panties both in order to not look ridiculous. Ridiculous was, also,
a matter of perspective.

In reality, this was a ballet leotard with a
different kind of tutu. However, while the leotard had long
sleeves, it was cut extremely low in the front, had a push-up bra
built in, was cut even lower in the back, and had ‘cat scratch’
cutouts all over it, though, thankfully, they only showed skin, not
personal areas. It was also a pull-away, and pulled away starting
at the crotch, which Candy showed her how to do and, more
importantly, how to keep from doing and also fix on the fly.

The tutu was a belt with tiger-striped
strings hanging down. They swished when she moved and somehow made
her look less clothed rather than more so.

The entire thing was made out of a fabric
that shimmered and caught the light, and also had rhinestones on
it, enhancing certain areas of the costume. Meggie examined herself
in the three-way mirror. She had to admit, this was a sexy outfit.
And considering the other girls were going to get down to nothing
more than a G-string, she would look chaste by comparison.

“Glad I wrote off any hope of keeping us with
Family Mart hours ago,” she muttered to herself. What Tommy would
think of this whenever he heard about it was another matter, of
course, but by now, all Meggie could concentrate on was getting
through the next ordeal. She put her clothes into the bag Tante
Madia had given her. It was getting stuffed. She moved Quirrel to
the top and closed the bag so everything was secure but his head
was sticking out. It made her feel a little better about
everything.

Crystal came back. “The boys are all
prepared, and I think I spotted your jerk ex and his buddies in the
audience already.”

“Fabulous.” Not that this was a surprise.
“How many of them?”

“Five.”

So they were all inside. This struck Meggie
as odd. “Is Tiny around?”

Crystal stuck her head into the hallway and
called his name. The big bouncer came into the room. “You need
me?”

“Could you do me a favor?” Meggie asked. “I
think there might be one of the guys who’s following me lurking
outside the back stage door Wylie and I came in through. Could you
check?”

“Gimme a minute.” Tiny left.

Meggie wanted to call Tommy and tell him
where she was, but not if that meant he’d walk right into Mark and
his friends. They’d hurt him, as much as they could, and she
couldn’t let that happen.

The sounds of a man making a fuss echoed down
the hall and shortly Tiny was back. He had a smaller, white man in
his grasp, one hand around the back of this man’s neck, the other
holding his arm behind his back. “This one of them?” Tiny asked
her. “Found him lurking out there in the alley.”

Meggie looked at him closely. No one she
knew. “Pastor Bill?”

“Unhand me!” the man shouted. He looked at
her. “Are you Mark’s kidnapped fiancée?”

“Wow, Mark really worked the bullshit on you,
didn’t he? I’m Meggie, and the person who kidnapped me is
Mark. And Eddie. And the rest of the boys you came out here with.”
She looked at Tiny. “Can we keep him somewhere where the other guys
can’t see or hear him, and where he can’t get out?”

“He’s a man of the cloth?” Tiny asked.

“He’s out here to perform an illegal wedding.
Mark’s trying to marry me against my will, and Pastor Bill here is
along to help ensure that happens, so to speak.”

“Mark explained your delusions,” Pastor Bill
gasped out. “You need help, Meggie, dear.”

Tiny exchanged a look with Meggie. “She don’t
look insane to me. She looks hot, but not crazy.”

“Thank you,” Meggie said. “Haven’t felt all
that attractive for at least half of the day.”

“You ran off with a street person and are now
happily hanging out in a strip club with a bunch of lowlife
sinners,” Pastor Bill snapped. “I don’t call that sanity.”

“They’re better people than you are, and far
better than Mark or his friends,” Meggie snarled. “If being with
these people, who’ve done nothing but be nice to me and protect me,
means I’m crazy, then fine, I’m crazy. Crazy or sane, though, I’m
never marrying Mark, so you, like the rest of his friends, can go
to hell.”

“I got a place to lock him up,” Tiny
said.

“You’ll regret this!” Pastor Bill shouted as
Tiny dragged him off. “You’re going to burn in Hell, young
lady!”

“Ignore him,” Candy said softly, as she
started to fix Meggie’s hair. “We get that all the time.”

“You don’t deserve it.”

Candy shrugged. “Maybe not. But you get used
to it.” She pulled Meggie’s hair back and up into a tight ponytail.
“You’ll be wearing a headset microphone, because you’re expected to
dance. Can you?”

“Pretty well. Again, haven’t been booed off
the stage for it. Speaking of which,” she said as Candy finished
with her hair, “can I see my song options?”

“Looking for something in particular?” Starr
asked.

“Yeah. In college, we used to have this
regular fundraiser, like a county fair set-up almost, where the
frats and sororities and different clubs would have different
booths and all compete to see who could make the most money for
charity. My sorority always ran a stage show, called ‘Showboat’. We
had a fake boat set, and a stage that went up and down. Shows every
twenty minutes.”

“Were you one of the performers?” Crystal
asked.

Meggie felt her face get hot. “I was our
headliner every year.”

The girls high-fived each other. “We may have
a winner here!” Starr said. “What song are you looking for?”

“Well, we’d usually close with this one, but
under the circumstances, I think I should lead with it, if we have
it. It’s from an old musical and movie, Sweet Charity.”

“She wants “Hey Big Spender”!” all the girls
in the room shouted.

“Yeah, how’d you know?”

Candy hugged her, grinning. “Girl, that’s
like a stripper anthem! And we all know moves to it, too. Crystal
and me will back you, we’ll strip and do backup singing while Starr
runs the music.”

Meggie considered this entire day. “You know
what? Other than making love with Tommy, out of everything else
I’ve done all weekend, this sounds like the most fun.”

“Great!” Starr said. “Now, let’s pick the
rest of your songs, just so I have them cued up.”

“I’m doing more than one song?”

All the girls snorted. “Twenty-minute set,
minimum, if you’re keeping the audience,” Candy said. “Longer if
we’re getting really good tips.”

“Can I call Tommy first?”

Before any of the girls could reply, Wylie
stuck his head into the room. “Meggie, girl, you have to go on
right now. The bastards after you are starting to create a scene
and you need to get on stage so the rest of the crowd shuts them
up.” He stared at her. “Nice get up. Meggie the Cat?”

“Apparently…yes.”

Wylie grinned. “You’re gonna knock ‘em dead,
girl.”
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Tom was back with
Jack and Raquel. They’d left Tante Madia and were on Bourbon
Street, in front of Lafitte’s. It was very dark in the bar, but
Jack had gone in and looked and felt pretty confident Meggie wasn’t
in there.

“Now where?” Jack asked. “Or are we just
supposed to hang out and hope Meggie or Wylie call us?”

On cue, Tom’s phone rang. It was the number
Meggie had been using. “Meggie baby, where are you?”

A throat cleared. “Ah, not your baby, man.
But I’m with her.” There was a lot of background noise, but Tom
couldn’t identify any of it enough to have a guess as to
location.

“Wylie?”

“In the flesh. Where’re you?”

“Where you two were just a little while ago.
More interested in where the two of you are now.” He heard what
sounded like women laughing.

“Safe for the moment.” More laughing and what
sounded like cheering. “How many people you got in the Quarter that
are on Meggie’s side?”

“Over twenty.”

“Really? And none of y’all could find her?
Amazing. That dickhead found her over and over again.”

“He had a head start on the rest of us.
Besides, she was with you and, from what we’re learning, you’re
really good at this helping and hiding stuff.”

“Do what I can, man. Do what I can. Look,
round up your posse. All five of the dudes after her are here. We
got the pastor in custody, so to speak, but even with three big
bouncers, I think we’re gonna need backup.”

“Bouncers? Are you at a bar?”

“In a sense.”

Tom reminded himself of Raquel’s first idea
for where Meggie would go. “You’re at a strip club, aren’t
you?”

“You got a problem with that?”

“No, not if she’s safe.”

“About to be the safest girl here.”

“Do I want to know?”

“You? Probably. Who else is with you?”

“Friends, Family Mart vendors, some of my
employees, her parents, her brothers and their wives –”

“Whoa! Okay, don’t call all the posse. Ah,
just you and any friends who are, let’s say, more open minded.”

“Is she stripping or something?” Tom did his
best not to sound horrified or outraged. By now, who knew how
Meggie’s mental state was? Stripping might seem like a good option
after all she’d been through.

“Stripping? No way!” Wylie laughed, but it
sounded a little too exuberant, like he was trying just a bit too
hard. “No, not stripping at all. You think I’d take her where she
had to strip in order to be safe? What do you take me for?”

“Tell you when I find out what she’s actually
doing. If, you know, you’re going to tell me where she is.”

“The Fox Hole. Middle of Bourbon Street from
where you are. You might want to hurry up, show’s about to start.”
Wylie hung up before Tom could ask him why he wanted to catch the
show.

Tom started down the street. “Raquel, call
your parents. We’re going to a strip club and I’m betting they
don’t want you in there.”

She snorted and pulled something out of her
purse. It was a driver’s license that said she was twenty-two and
lived in Baton Rouge.

“Do your parents know you have that?” Jack
asked.

“No, but under the circumstances, I’m gonna
use it and then tell them I snuck in.”

Jack shook his head and pulled out his phone.
“Where are we going?”

“The Fox Hole. According to Wylie, we don’t
want Meggie’s family to join us, though. However, Mark and the gang
are already there.”

“Oh, I know that place,” Raquel said. “Easy
to find, follow me.” She moved ahead of them, walking quickly.

“Wonderful,” Jack said as he dialed. “Denise,
honey we’re pretty sure Meggie’s at some strip club called The Fox
Hole, but Tom says her parents shouldn’t go there. What? Oh. Um,
great. See you soon. Yeah, no idea, we’ll deal with it as we have
to.” He hung up. “They’re already there.”

“Who’s already where?”

“Everyone’s already at The Fox Hole. They
were checking all the businesses, Denise spotted one of the guys
who kidnapped her, they realized all five were inside, so
everyone’s there, watching them. No one’s made a move because the
place is packed and they aren’t doing anything wrong. Without
Meggie, we’re going to have trouble with charging them with
anything much.”

Tom was about to ask why The Fox Hole was
packed, but they arrived and he saw why. It had a big neon sign and
an electronic sign board. The board was flashing that The Fox Hole
had a top entertainer from Hollywood appearing onstage tonight in
addition to it being Ladies’ Night, meaning all women entered for
free, which Tom thought was sort of odd for a strip club. There
were also several scantily clad women encouraging people to come in
off the street and they seemed to be doing a good job of it.

They got in line to get in. “Did Denise say
if the Moragas were inside?”

“She said everyone, and they’re part of
everyone.”

Raquel got to the door, smiled, flashed her
fake id, and was ushered through without a blink from anyone. Tom
decided to worry about contributing to the delinquency of a minor
later, paid his cover charge and Jack’s, and they went inside.

The place was pretty big – a large stage with
the curtain down and three catwalks jutting into the audience
dominated the back. There were two bars running along the sides,
and two dancing cages hung from sturdy cables at either end of the
stage. Tables were small and packed tightly together. Tom judged
the distance from doorway to stage against what he’d seen of these
city blocks and figured there was a decent amount of backstage
room, too.

It was, as Denise had said, packed, filled
mostly with what Tom figured were college kids on Spring Break,
though there were plenty of businessmen types here as well. What
shocked him was that there really were a lot of women in
attendance.

“Three minutes to show time,” a voice boomed
out from the loudspeaker.

While the catcalls and cheers from some of
the crowd rang out, Tom looked around. He spotted Julie – she stood
out anywhere, even in a darkened club. She was at a table in the
middle of the room. Marlene and Mr. Yamamoto were with her.

He looked around, radiating out from their
table. Sure enough, Mark and his pals were at a table in the front,
in between the middle and left catwalks. Julie and Marlene were
behind them.

Others from their group were at tables
scattered through the place, but all set to be able to get to Mark
and his team fairly quickly. This was good, but there was no sign
of Meggie. Then again, maybe she was hiding backstage.

Jack nudged him and pointed. The Moragas were
near the back, and the other three teenagers were inside, too. They
shoved through, taking Raquel with them. “Glad you all made it,”
Randall said when they reached them.

“You’re okay with all your kids being in
here?” Tom asked as Raquel hugged her father and sat down between
Jennie and Rachel. She started telling them about Tante Madia.

Randall sighed. “As they confessed to me just
a little while ago, apparently all of my children have fake ids and
have been in these clubs before. I don’t approve, but we’ll deal
with punishments once Meggie’s safe and we’re all back home.”

Tom spotted Ophelia sitting at a table with
Denise. “Won’t this be a problem for you with Family Mart?”

Before Randall could answer, a girl in a
sparkling outfit that might have had an entire yard of fabric in it
in, total, sashayed onto the stage. “Tonight, The Fox Hole is proud
to present our newest talent. She’s built, she’s beautiful, and
you’re gonna love how she moves when she sings.”

Jack grabbed him while the girl paused for
more catcalls and cheers. “Let’s get to Denise and sit down.”

“You go on ahead, I want to check the
perimeter, just in case.”

“Works for me, I’ll keep an eye on you.”

“Thanks,” Tom said with a laugh. He went for
the right side of the room, which was a little less crowded than
the left. He figured he needed to get backstage.

“Are you ready?” the girl on stage asked. The
crowd indicated it was. “Then…hold onto your pants, boys and girls,
and give a warm New Orleans welcome to our newest headliner.
Straight from Hollywood, California…Meggie the Cat!”

The crowd cheered and Tom froze, staring at
the stage. The curtain rose on three women with their backs to the
audience. The one in the center was dressed like the sexiest tiger
he’d ever seen. He had every part of her memorized, so even dressed
like this, he knew who he, and every other man in here, was staring
at.

The music started, and he was familiar with
it, because he’d heard it every year at college during Fundraiser
Week. Meggie and the other girls spun around and started in on “Hey
Big Spender”. Meggie’s costume was even sexier from the front, and
not only was she singing, but she was dancing, too, just like he’d
seen her do before. Only it was much sexier, which he had to put
down to the location and, in particular, her outfit.

Tom knew his mouth was hanging open, but
there wasn’t much he could do to stop it. Midway through the song
the other girls were mostly naked, on stripper poles at the end of
their respective catwalks, and getting a lot of money shoved into
their G-strings. Meggie was at the edge of the stage, but she
wasn’t moving out onto her catwalk. Tom didn’t know if it was that
she wasn’t used to the stage or merely not part of the act.

Then again, considering how she was
shimmying, bumping, grinding, swinging her hips, and shaking her
shoulders to the song, the only reason he could come up with for
why she wasn’t using the catwalk was that two huge, black
men were stationed at the stage, in between the three catwalks. It
was clear they were bouncers there to protect the girls and that
meant they’d keep Mark away from her.

He knew he should be horrified that her
family, his employees, many Family Mart folks including teenagers,
not to mention their biggest potential client were seeing this, but
all he could do was note that she actually looked like she was
having fun. Well, that and wonder if the club would let him buy the
outfit she was wearing and if she’d mind wearing it at least every
other day.

They did the big finish and the crowd went
wild. Meggie waved and got a wide variety of catcalls. The girls on
the stripper poles trotted offstage and two more came on. Meggie
nodded to someone in the wings and another song started, Amy
Winehouse’s “Rehab”. Tom started to laugh.

She moved differently for this song, but it
was still sexy and the crowd loved her. The strippers were still on
the stage with her, not on the catwalks, but possibly because this
was a shorter song and they were still clothed, relatively
speaking.

Tom did his best to move closer to the stage.
He was able to get near to the catwalk on the right, but not the
center one.

This number ended and Meggie again got a lot
of applause. Before they could go into another number, however,
someone bellowed, “Take it off! Skin that cat!”

The voice sounded familiar and he looked at
Mark’s table. Sure enough all of them were up, and all of them were
calling for Meggie to strip. Of course many others in the crowd
started in, too.

Tom was worried that Meggie would panic or,
worse, actually strip. But she stood there, with a small smile on
her face, until the crowd quieted down somewhat. “Hey everyone,”
she said. Cheers, catcalls, and ‘skin that cat’, greeted her. “I’d
like to welcome you all here to The Fox Hole tonight. Nice place,
family atmosphere, bring the kids.”

This got a good laugh, but Tom looked around
and tried not to cringe, because he spotted someone he’d missed
before – Killian O’Rourke was sitting at the same table as Julie,
Maureen and Mr. Yamamoto.

Oh well, they’d lost these accounts hours, if
not days ago. Business wasn’t the issue, Mark was. Tom turned back
to Meggie.

“I’d also like to introduce you all to
someone very special to me.” She smiled sweetly, but Tom recognized
her tone. It was the same one she’d used when threatening to tell
their competitors’ wives about their various indiscretions.

Meggie walked down her catwalk. The two
bouncers went with her, one on either side of the stage. She got to
the end and pointed at Mark’s table. “I’d like to introduce you all
to my ex-fiancé, Mark Tanner. He’s a doctor, and believe me,
despite his protests to the contrary, he’s available. But I’d
suggest anyone interested proceed with caution. Mark comes equipped
with four extra dicks, and yet not one of them satisfies.”

The crowd roared with laughter. Tom thought
it was a pretty good one himself, but he could see Mark and the
rest, and they looked furious.

“So, Mark, for what seems like the millionth
time, we’re through. I don’t love you. I’m never going to marry
you, and I’m saying so in front of a couple of hundred witnesses to
the fact. So even if you do manage to drug me so you can force me
to marry you all docile and lamb-like – like you tried to already –
I think I’ll have legal proof the marriage is a sham.”

The crowd hissed while Tom controlled himself
from trying to leap over people to kill Mark right here and
now.

Meggie smiled at the crowd, then turned back
to Mark. “Whenever I can get my purse back out of the car you
tossed me in when you kidnapped me today, I’ll gladly give you back
your cheap-ass engagement ring. So, stop stalking me, stop
threatening me, stop chasing me, and above all, stop calling me
‘honey bunny’. It’s, like, the most nauseating endearment in the
history of bad relationships.”

The crowd was both with Meggie and not too
happy with Mark by the time she was through. Meggie sauntered back
to center stage, which, considering how this outfit made her butt
look, earned a wide variety of wolf whistles.

She turned around as several more girls came
on stage. “And Mark? Just in case you’re still not clear, we’re
going to do a number that pretty much sums up where our
relationship is. Over.” She looked offstage. “Hit it, Starr.”

Music started – the Backstreet Boys’ “Get
Another Boyfriend”. Tom only knew it because Meggie had loved this
band when they were young and liked them still. He watched her and
the other girls dance, while she sang the lyrics he realized he’d
been saying in his head for months. The other girls did backup
singing while stripping – this was a big number, all things
considered.

It was hard to take his eyes off Meggie, but
as she moved down the catwalk, he forced himself to look at Mark.
Every guy at the table looked furious, Mark in particular, other
than Eddie. Eddie had an expression Tom was familiar with – he’d
seen similar earlier today when he was playing against the Grand
Master. Eddie looked like he was considering his next move, not
like the game was over.

There were three girls on each catwalk, all
down to G-strings. Two more were behind Meggie. Tom watched
carefully, but the bouncers were right there with Meggie, and no
one in the audience made a move towards her, though the other girls
were getting money literally thrown at them. So much so that Tom
got shoved more into the middle by some guys trying to get closer
to his side of the catwalk. By the time the number was over, he was
next to the center catwalk.

Meggie turned around while the crowd was
cheering and applauding and, for whatever reason, looked down. Her
eyes widened and her mouth made a perfect ‘O’. “Tommy?”

“NOW!” someone bellowed from where he was
pretty sure Mark’s table was. And then all hell broke loose.
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People started
shouting, and Meggie felt, rather than saw, the crowd surge towards
the stage. She was too busy looking at Tommy to look anywhere
else.

He leaped up onto the catwalk with her,
grabbed her hand, and pulled her towards the back of the stage.
“Run!”

Well, why not? She’d been doing that all damn
day. True, she hadn’t been in four inch spiked heels before, but
they were more comfortable than her pumps had been, probably
because they were too big for her and she still had the slippers
from Tante Madia on at the same time.

The girls were all screaming and, as they
reached the back, Meggie saw why, as Tiny ran out from backstage
and she watched where he was going. Mark and his friends were on
one of the catwalks, and, therefore, a bunch of drunken guys were
trying to get onstage, too. The bouncers were all huge, strong, and
knew what they were doing, but they were outnumbered.

Seemed to be outnumbered. She spotted what
looked like several big men and a few smaller ones all working with
the bouncers. She pulled the headset microphone off, took off the
battery pack, and let them drop. “Tommy? Are my dad and brothers in
here, or am I just imagining it?”

“Tell you in a minute.” He dragged her
backstage. The house lights went up and she was prepared to swear
she saw Mr. Yamamoto and Killian O’Rourke tossing men away from the
stage, as well as Julie and Marlene doing the same, but as a team.
She was positive she saw Jack Howard kicking butt and fairly sure
the entire Moraga clan were representing as well. Wylie was
onstage, but busy pulling girls away from men grabbing at them.

“Tommy, what’s going on? Is everyone we know
here?”

“To my knowledge, the Garners are still at
home.”

“Well, uh, good.” They were in the hallway
between the stage and the dressing and storage rooms. Meggie heard
the pounding of feet behind them and looked over her shoulder.
“They’re behind us.”

And, as she turned back, in front of them.
Pastor Bill was loose and holding Quirrel. “I got it,” he called to
the guys behind them. He was blocking them from where they needed
to go to get out into the alley.

“Get out of the way, you moron,” Meggie
snapped.

Tommy kept them heading towards Pastor Bill
who threw Quirrel right before Tommy punched him in the face, while
never letting go of her hand. Pastor Bill went down and Meggie felt
kind of impressed. She’d never seen Tommy hit anyone outside of
sometimes watching him in martial arts class.

She steeled herself for what would be behind
her and looked over her shoulder. Mark had Quirrel. “Come back
here, honey bunny, or I destroy this thing once and for
all.”

Tommy stopped running, but Tante Madia’s
words came back to her. “It’s just a thing, Mark. A thing I love
very much, that has a lot of meaning for me, but ultimately, just a
thing.” After all, there were still five of them against her and
Tommy. Pastor Bill was one thing – these others were quite another,
and if she’d seen rightly, all their backup was still inside,
helping the bouncers.

Meggie ran again, this time pulling Tommy.
She headed them for the back stage door, and unlocked it while
Tommy covered her. “You sure you’re okay leaving Quirrel with
them?” he asked her quietly.

“No, but if it’s a choice between them
tearing Quirrel apart or tearing us apart….” She got the door
opened. “Come on.”

They ran into the alleyway. It was dark but
the lights of Bourbon Street weren’t all that far away so it was
bathed in a sort of light neon glow.

Tommy looked around, ran them to the next gap
between buildings, and stopped. “You run for the police.”

“No, I can’t leave you here and I won’t.”

He pulled her to him and kissed her strongly.
“I’m not running away from this. I’m finishing it. But I don’t want
them getting any more chances to hurt you. So, you need to get out
of here.” He turned around as Mark and the others came out and
after them.

Tommy walked several yards away from her, and
the five of them surrounded him in the same bully’s circle they’d
used on her. She could see Mark’s and Eddie’s faces, the others,
Tommy included, had their backs or sides to her.

Mark smirked. “You must be used to this
position, Reid.”

Tommy shrugged. “In a sense. I’m not afraid
of it, if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

Mark looked at her. “We’ll only knock him out
if you come with me.”

“Witnesses, you dolt,” Meggie snapped.

Mark shrugged. “Drunks who are all going to
be in jail in a little while. You’re clearly delusional, or high,
or both, so I don’t think it’ll matter. Marry me and we won’t hurt
your little boy here. Too much.”

“She’s not marrying you,” Tommy said. “You’re
not getting anything from her.”

“I don’t love or even like you, Mark. Why are
you still pushing this?”

“You’re worth five million dollars to your
husband,” Tommy said. His voice was even, but she’d known him a
long time and she could tell he was upset. “I found out about it
this weekend, but I think Mark and his pals have known for quite a
while.”

Mark snorted. “You’ve known. Why else are you
after her?”

“Are you gay or something?” Tommy asked.
“Though, I’m voting for ‘or something’ because even a gay guy
should be able to look at Meggie and realize how beautiful, sexy
and great she is. Most of us don’t need a huge dowry to get excited
about a girl like Meggie.”

“And some of us do,” Eddie said. “Stop
wasting time, Mark. Let’s finish this.”

Meggie’s heart was in her throat as they
jumped Tommy. She almost screamed, but she didn’t want to distract
him.

However, none of them touched him. He moved,
seemingly easily, and slammed his elbow into Nolan, who buckled,
while he dodged Mark and Eddie. Tommy spun, kicked Ian, jumped over
Nolan, landed behind him, and slammed his fists against the back of
Nolan’s head. Nolan went face down and stayed there.

Tommy was moving so fast he was almost a
blur. She could see him dodging, punching, kicking, but lost track
of who. Ian and Jim managed to grab his arms and hold him, but as
Mark lunged forward to hit him, Tommy kicked him three times in
various places, and Mark staggered back, tripped over Nolan, and
went down.

Tommy slammed Ian and Jim together and flung
them over and away. Mark crawled to his feet and dove for Tommy’s
legs. Tommy jumped, slammed into Jim, and did something so fast she
couldn’t make it out. But Jim went down like Nolan had.

Meggie realized her mouth was hanging open.
She’d understood logically that Tommy was a black belt in several
martial arts, but the idea that he could kick anyone’s butt, let
alone the butts of five guys who were all bigger than him, and all
at once, was a concept she’d never considered.

But, as Ian went down and stayed there, it
was clear it was more than a concept – it was reality.

Mark and Eddie were trying hard to get him,
but it was clear Tommy had training and they just had mean. He
threw Eddie against the building and started pounding on Mark.
“You’re never hurting my girl again, you bastard,” he growled as he
wrenched Quirrel out of Mark’s hand. “Baby, catch.” He tossed
Quirrel to her without looking. She caught him easily.

Meggie couldn’t take her eyes off of Tommy,
but she felt him and Quirrel seemed no worse for wear. “Tommy, look
out!” Eddie had a trash can and was slamming it towards him.

It hit, but Tommy managed to protect his head
just in time. However, he went back and down. Mark lunged at him
and they were rolling around on the ground shortly.

Eddie didn’t join in. Instead he headed
straight for Meggie. He grinned as he reached her. “You should have
listened to him and gotten out of here.” Meggie tried to dodge, but
Eddie grabbed her upper arm, painfully. “Doesn’t matter who you
marry.” His grin turned evil. “You can marry me. I’ll have you
locked up shortly after the honeymoon.” He leaned closer to her
face. “You know, the one where I’m going to let every guy I know
have fun with you.”

The realization of who the Devil in this
whole situation really was hit Meggie. She should have been scared,
and hours ago she would have been. But right now, she was angry,
and she was also something else – the little sister of a cop who’d
spent time telling her what to do in these circumstances.

She screamed, “Rape, help, rape!” as loudly
as she could, then she stabbed her fingers into Eddie’s throat,
just below his Adam’s apple, as hard as she could.

He bellowed and let go of her. Meggie kneed
him in the groin, shoved him back, and leaped away in time to see
Tommy slam Mark’s head against the ground. Mark didn’t move. Tommy
got up and ran to her, in time to intercept Eddie as he lunged for
her again.

Tommy grabbed the back of Eddie’s shirt and
his hair, used Eddie’s momentum, spun them around, and slammed
Eddie’s head into the wall of the building they were near. Eddie,
like all the others stopped moving.

“Are they all dead?” Meggie asked.

Tommy shook his head. “Doubt it. I wasn’t
trying to kill them, though I really want to.” He took her free
hand. “But we’re not waiting around to find out.” He ran them down
the alley. Meggie heard people shouting behind them so figured
someone had found Tommy’s handiwork.

“Why aren’t we waiting around?”

“If we’re questioned, your reply for what
happened is that you were terrified and did what you needed to in
order to protect yourself.” He turned them down another alley. “Can
you do that?”

“Yes. You don’t want us questioned by the
police, do you?”

“I want you kept out of it, if at all
possible.”

Meggie saw no way this would be possible, but
as Tommy turned them again, she decided there were more pressing
issues at hand. “So, is my family here?”

“Yes. I’d planned to tell you they were
coming when we were alone, but this is the first time since I found
out that we’ve actually been alone.” He stopped running and
looked around. They were in an alleyway and they really were alone.
Not a lot of sound nearby, though she thought she could hear the
sounds of the riot at The Fox Hole even here. There were neon
lights close by, though, because this alley was bathed in their
light, too.

Tommy turned to her and stroked her face.
“Did they hurt you?” he asked softly.

“Not as much as they would have if…if they’d
gotten away with it.”

He kissed her tenderly. “I’d have never let
them. If I’d had to kill them all to get you away from them, I
would have.”

Meggie burrowed her face into his chest. “I
thought I’d never see you again.”

Tommy kissed her head. “I know. I felt the
same way. But, I promise you, I’ll never leave you, never let
anyone hurt you, and if you’re ever taken from me again, I’ll move
heaven and earth to get you back.”

She clutched at his back and he rocked her,
kissing her head, stroking her back, and murmuring that he always
had and always would love her. Meggie relaxed, bit by bit.

“You were amazing,” she said finally, looking
up at him.

He grinned. “Not as amazing as you were.”
They both heard what sounded like voices shouting. “But let’s
discuss that elsewhere.”
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Tom scooped Meggie up
into his arms, and headed them out of the alley. He had a decent
idea of where they were, but he wasn’t positive without being able
to see the street signs. “How do you feel, Meggie baby?” he asked
gently.

“Better than I have since Mark snatched me.”
She looked up at him. “A lot better. I can walk, you know.”

“Do you want to?”

She seemed to consider this. “Are you okay
carrying me?”

He grinned. “Practicing for our wedding
night, so yeah.”

“You really still want to marry me?” Her eyes
were wide and she looked a little scared and very hopeful.

“You have to ask?” He kissed her nose.
“Though I think I want this outfit you’re in worked into the
marriage vows somehow. Think they’ll let me buy it?”

“Probably. Poor Mister Ferber – his club’s
going to be wrecked, isn’t it?” Tom heard guilt in her voice.

“Maybe, but if so, it’s not your fault,
Meggie. Nothing that’s happened is your fault.” He realized he’d
walked them to Jackson Square. There was a bench, and he put her
down on it, sat down next to her, and put his arm around her
shoulders. “Especially nothing about my parent’s death is your
fault. Do you understand that?”

Meggie nodded. “I…I met with someone. Wylie
took me to her, the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans. She told me that
no one could jinx anyone, that jinxing was like wishing, it didn’t
work. You can curse someone, but I didn’t.” Meggie looked down.
“But it’s still hard to believe.”

“It’s not a rational fear, so that makes it
harder to fight. But I promise you – you had nothing to do with it.
And if they could tell you, my parents would say the same thing.”
He hugged her tightly. “I’ve never blamed you, never once thought
you had anything to do with it. I was just so upset and hurting so
much, I didn’t realize that things I said, or others said, might
hurt you or make you feel like anyone blamed you.”

“It’s okay. It was your parents who died. You
were allowed to be the person in the most pain, you know.”

He shook his head. “But I wasn’t. You were.
And I should have paid attention, we all should have, both right
away and then once I gave you Quirrel.”

She looked at the toy. “He was the only part
of you I ever believed would be all mine,” she said softly.

Time to tell her the truth, all the truth.
Past time. “Meggie baby, every picture I’ve ever drawn, every toy
I’ve ever made or designed, the business, anything and everything
I’ve ever done since I met you has been for you. You own every part
of me, and you always have.”

Meggie buried her face in his chest. “Oh,
Tommy, I love you so much. But I’ve ruined your business, and my
family’s going to be horrified with me, and I’ve ruined The Fox
Hole and they were all so nice to me, and –”

He moved her chin and made her look at him.
“Stop,” he said softly. “We’ll handle all of it like we’ve handled
everything else – together.” He bent and kissed her and didn’t
stop.

Well, he didn’t stop for a long time, but a
man cleared his throat meaningfully nearby and they slowly pulled
apart. Tom expected to see Jack, so he jumped a little when he
realized it was Killian O’Rourke standing there, looking rather
jolly, all things considered.

“Mister Reid, good of you to allow me to get
your attention.” O’Rourke smiled kindly at Meggie. “How are you
feeling, my dear?”

“Better now,” Meggie said as she slid her
arms around Tom’s waist and held him tightly. “How are you?”

“Feeling rather invigorated.” He sat down on
the bench next to Meggie. “Quite an exciting day.”

“That’s one way to describe it,” Tom said
guardedly.

“So, were you in The Fox Hole tonight?”
Meggie asked. She sounded calm, but Tom could tell she was
tense.

“Yes indeed. Quite a show. You’re an
excellent singer and dancer. I have no idea how Mister Reid’s
managed to keep you off the stage and selling plush toys all this
time.” O’Rourke chuckled. “Quite the row in there, I’m sure in part
because you had all the patrons so entranced. Happily, the police
found the miscreants who started the riot out in the back alley.
Someone had really given them quite a beating. I’m sure they’ll
accuse the two of you of it, but, obviously, you were here, in
Jackson Square, hiding, when all that happened.”

“Yes?” Tom asked.

“Oh, yes. I mean, I’m here, you’re here and
not out of breath. Obviously you ran here to hide and have been
here the entire time. And it’s amazing how the police in this town
listen to a successful, local businessman over the lies of some out
of town punks, regardless of said punks’ professions.” O’Rourke
sighed. “Quite a day. It’s really a pity, in some ways.”

“What is?” Meggie asked. She sounded braced
for bad news, which Tom figured was a good thing.

“My having to remove American Plush, the
United States Toy Company, and Designer Plush from our vendor
family. It’s a pity, they do produce good products.”

“Excuse me?” Tom was positive he wasn’t
hearing this correctly.

“Well, young man, who do you think called
Missus Reid’s ex-fiancé to advise him where you were and tell him
how to reach my estate? Who else would have a motive? Seems obvious
to me, and besides, my darling Clementine heard them do it.” He
chuckled again. “I love calling her that. Thankfully, neither she
nor her husband mind.”

“You’re letting them go?” Meggie asked. Tom
wasn’t surprised she did – he still wasn’t believing this,
either.

“Oh yes. Can’t have vendors treating each
other like the enemy. We’re a family at Family Mart. I find
shenanigans like this more than a little troubling.” He beamed.
“However, it’s good to know that you and the Howards get along so
well with the Moragas. I was speaking to Randall about crossover
extensions, and I believe Yamamoto-san will be thrilled to use the
Moragas for his video games and the Howards for his children’s
clothing line.”

“He will be?” Meggie sounded as shocked as
Tom felt.

“Oh yes. He’s quite keen to work with those
companies The Plush Life Toy Company has affinity for, since he’s
going to want you to assist closely with the character design
portions of those endeavors.”

“He is?” Tom hoped he sounded less shocked
than he knew they both felt.

“Absolutely.” O’Rourke patted Meggie’s hand.
“We’ll take care of all that later in the week. It was good
thinking on your part, to bring her immediate family out, Mister
Reid. They’re not upset with you, by the way, my dear,” he added to
her. “Though I believe your father and brothers will find a way to
forget they saw you on stage in this quite attractive outfit sooner
as opposed to later.”

“Thank God,” Meggie said with a
half-laugh.

“And no worries,” O’Rourke added. “We have
plenty of room for them, as well as Yamamoto-san and your lovely
and very loyal employees. Everyone will be able to enjoy your
wedding, which Wanda assures me can take place no more than a day
from now.”

“Our wedding?” Meggie’s voice squeaked a
little, but Tom didn’t get the impression it was because she was
against the idea. “You’re sure you want us to do that here, on your
estate?”

O’Rourke laughed. “As long as you and Mister
Reid are willing, yes.”

Meggie looked up at him, eyes wide and
questioning, and Tom knew what he had to do. Happily, he already
had practice with it.
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Tommy stroked the rings on her finger. “You
willing to marry me again, Meggie baby?”

Meggie couldn’t help it, O’Rourke sitting
next to her or not. She flung her arms around Tommy’s neck and
kissed him. “Every day if you want me to. I don’t mind doing it
over again at all,” she added, since she was unsure just how much
O’Rourke was or wasn’t clear on.”

“Now, that’s what I like to see,” O’Rourke
said happily. “I realize lost paperwork makes things a bit awkward,
but I’m sure your family will be pleased to actually get to see you
two walk down the aisle, so to speak.”

“I’m sure they will be,” Meggie agreed.
Something else he’d said nudged her. “You know, Jack and Denise
only make swimwear.”

“Well, I spoke with Mister Howard, while the
police were carting a variety of miscreants off to holding cells.
He seems to be willing to expand to cover the Yamamoto line, at the
least.”

“Good.” Tommy took a deep breath. “Who was
arrested? If it was anyone who worked at the club, we need to help
them.” Meggie hoped it wasn’t Wylie, though, being Wylie, she
assumed he’d already disappeared and was probably getting ready to
break out whoever he felt was wrongfully imprisoned.

“Oh, hardly. The girls had done nothing wrong
and neither had the security team. No, the six men attacking the
soon-to-again-be-Missus Reid here were arrested, as were several
young men who were a little more drunk and overly amorous than they
should have been. Everyone else was told they were naughty boys and
girls and given a stern talking to.”

“What’s the inside of the club look like?”
Meggie asked. Mr. Ferber’s entire life savings was sunk into The
Fox Hole, and she didn’t want to discover she’d inadvertently
caused his ruin, or lost the girls their livelihoods.

“Oh, a trifle trashed. But Mister Ferber’s
insurance was all paid up, so he’ll be reimbursed. And there’s
nothing like your club being so exciting that a riot breaks out on
a Sunday night to ensure a lurid reputation that should mean it’s
packed to capacity nightly.” He patted her hand again. “So no harm
done, and, in fact, I’m sure you helped.”

“Oh good.”

O’Rourke chuckled. “In fact, should you want
to give up selling plush toys, I’m sure Mister Ferber would hire
you on the spot. Of course,” he added, with a twinkle in his eyes,
“if you merely want to guest star whenever you’re out here on
Family Mart business, I suppose we can look the other way, as long
as we’re assured seating for at least one of your shows.”

Meggie felt long past anything about this
conversation being able to shock her, but she still needed to know
something. She cleared her throat. “Mister O’Rourke, may I ask you
a question?”

“Absolutely not. But I’ll be happy to give
you the answer anyway.” He leaned closer to them. “I knew you
weren’t married before you even arrived,” he whispered. “And yes,
family values are important to me. I also get a kick out of what
people will do to make me believe their fabrications.”

“That’s cruel,” Meggie said flatly.

“I don’t argue that, though I prefer the word
‘eccentric’. Besides, no one has to lie, most just choose
to.” He grinned. “It’s amazing the amount of false information
that’s out there about Family Mart’s practices.”

She heard Tommy growl under his breath and
hoped it wasn’t because he’d suggested they be truthful from the
get-go. “So, you’re torturing good people who might be single or
childless, but not torturing bastards like Knight and his buddies,
who sold Meggie out to men they knew wanted to hurt her?”

“I prefer to think of it as a more pleasant
test than forcing people to pee into a cup, give me blood samples,
undergo weeks of questionnaires, or having to provide their entire
business history to me in triplicate. Your act was far better than
most who try to lie to me, by the way. Made easier, it became
quickly apparent, because you two are actually madly in love with
each other and obviously just needed something to get you both to
acknowledge the fact.”

This was true, Meggie had to admit, though
she didn’t want to say so aloud. Between the two of them, she’d
been far stupider about their relationship than Tommy had. After
all, he hadn’t gotten engaged to the King of Losers whose best
friend was the Devil in Disguise.

“And,” O’Rourke continued, “as I believe I
mentioned earlier, those gentlemen have just caused their companies
to lose the lucrative Family Mart account, so consider that a far
longer-lasting form of torture. Therefore, Mister Reid, contemplate
all this before you decide what names you want to call me in
private.”

Tommy burst into a laugh. “So, are we now
Family Mart vendors, presuming that Yamamoto Enterprises really
still wants us in charge of their plush line?”

“Oh, yes. Yamamoto-san is an enthusiastic
supporter of all that is Plush Life, particularly in how you all
entertain your clients. I’m not sure that he doesn’t believe much
of this was staged, just to show him an old-fashioned American good
time.”

Meggie cocked her head. “You’re really okay
with everything that’s gone on this weekend?”

“Well, I have an advisor and well before you
arrived, she felt giving you a chance was in the cards, so to
speak. Like you, she doesn’t approve of my methods all the time,
nor I hers. However, we do respect each other and take each other’s
advice. I take hers more than she takes mine, I’m forced to admit.
But then again, she’s a powerful woman and only fools argue with a
woman of power.”

Meggie felt sure he was talking about Tante
Madia. She also felt unsurprised – the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans
being the advisor to the head of Family Mart made the kind of sense
she was now used to from this city.

“I was protected by a petty thief and all the
employees of a strip club, among others. What are your thoughts on
that?”

“I’m pleased the good citizens of New Orleans
showed their true colors and helped a damsel in distress.” O’Rourke
stood up. “I believe that if you wanted to show your appreciation,
there are probably ways that would matter more to them than money
or alcohol being shoved at them individually.”

“What would you suggest?” Tommy asked.

“Oh, a foundation for battered women is
always helpful. There can never be enough of those, sad to say.
Perhaps donations of adorable and lovable plush toys to the needy
children of certain areas. I’m sure you’ll think of something and
the Logans will be more than happy to assist you – it’s their
passion.” He smiled. “It’s a lovely night. I believe I’ll take a
stroll. Call me whenever you two are ready to head for the estate –
I’ll have a driver pick you up. He’ll have your purse and other
belongings in the car as well, so don’t worry about retrieval.”

“Mister O’Rourke,” Meggie said as he turned
to go. “Wait.” She stood up and handed Quirrel to him. “Would you
keep him safe for me?”

He smiled gently. “I will indeed. I will not,
however, keep him. But I’m honored to have his protection assigned
to me for a short while.” He kissed her forehead. “Welcome home, my
dear,” he whispered against her skin. “I’ll tell her all about it –
I know she’ll be pleased.”

Meggie sat back down next to Tommy and
O’Rourke wandered off. They watched him go. He went to the right
for a couple of blocks, then turned left. “I think he’s on Saint
Philip,” Meggie said. Nice to be right.

“I’m sure he is.” Tommy hugged her. “What do
you think? About O’Rourke’s none-too-veiled suggestions of how to
spend your significant dowry?”

“Honestly? I’d like to know what Wylie would
suggest.”

“Well, I have his number in my phone. We can
call him later.”

“Okay.” Meggie looked up at him. “Were you
exaggerating about the money?”

“No. Five million, at least, as I was told.
Should be enough to fund a woman’s shelter and provide toys at
Christmas and Mardi Gras for years, I’d expect. Maybe even a soup
kitchen or homeless shelter.” Tommy didn’t seem opposed to these
ideas, which, for whatever reason, made her fall in love with him
all that much more.

“Wow. I almost don’t want to know. You don’t
mind if we use it for that?”

“It’s your money. Sure, control of it will
transfer to your husband when you turn twenty-seven, but as far as
I’m concerned, you can spend it any way you want.”

“I’d say that I should spend some of it on a
wedding dress, but Ophelia insinuated that Mister O’Rourke would
have a dress for me, and after all of this, I figure she’s probably
right.”

“You’re not going to wear this at our
wedding?” Tommy asked with exaggerated disappointment.

Meggie smiled slowly, and as he looked into
her eyes, she realized she was fully herself again – no
resignation, no terror, no guilt, no dark tunnel. The only thing
she could see was Tommy, her light man, who had indeed saved her,
in more ways than one. “This outfit is more for the honeymoon.”

Tommy grinned, then bent and kissed her
again. Meggie’s eyes closed, and as their kiss turned more
passionate she saw the Wheel of Fortune spin – it’s force blew away
Death and the Devil. It stopped spinning, with its arrow pointing
to The Lovers.

The figures definitely looked like her and
Tommy. The card got bigger and she could see they were holding
hands and smiling, while many others looked on happily.

An animal that looked like a combination of a
squirrel, skunk and rabbit bounced in the background and a woman
who looked very like Tante Madia was suspended above them, her
hands raised in a sort of benediction, while Tommy’s parents
floated behind her, smiling happily.

They pulled apart slowly. “Tommy, there
is one thing I don’t know.”

“What’s that?” He stroked her hair.

“What was the big surprise you were going to
give me this weekend?”

“Oh, that.” He grinned. “I made a new plush
toy, just for you.”

“Really? What does it look like?”

Tommy laughed. “It’s a girl in a tiger
suit.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope, for real. And…I named it Meggie the
Cat.” He smiled. “I didn’t make her quite as sexy as you are in
real life, but I’m kind of impressed with my ability to get so much
of it right without you modeling this outfit for me.”

“All your abilities impress me, and they
always have. Especially the new ones I’ve found out about this
weekend.”

“I’ve got more to show you, Meggie baby.
We’re only about a tenth of the way through the Kama Sutra.”

Meggie laughed happily. “I love being in love
with the King of the Nerds and the creative genius behind Plush
Life Toys.”

Tommy grinned. “I’ll do my best to make sure
you’re always happy about that, too.” Then he bent and kissed her
again, and Meggie felt like, finally, everything was how it should
be. Perfect.
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