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This book is dedicated in loving memory of my friend,
Tammy Jayne Litton, who loved to read.
And for Nicole: Welcome to the family.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

For what started out as a fairly straightforward detective caper, this story turned out to require quite a bit of research. For the details involving Yasmine’s Pakistani-Muslim family, I’m indebted to an Internet blog maintained by a charming Pakistani-American gentleman who willingly answered my questions about language, names, and religious customs, but who wishes to remain anonymous. Any lingering mistakes, I take full responsibility for.

As usual, I owe a debt of gratitude to Scott, Ryan, and Tammy —who brainstormed story ideas and read drafts of the manuscript along the way — and to my agent, Beth Jusino, who is a constant source of encouragement. Huge thanks to editors Leslie Peterson and Becky Shingledecker for making suggestions, correcting errors, and smoothing prose. Couldn’t do it without y’all.



FOREWORD BY TERRI BLACKSTOCK

Dear Reader,

Elizabeth White is my sister from the South, as well as my sister in Christ. I was introduced to her years ago when we shared space in an anthology called Sweet Delights. It was one of her first published books, and I knew I was going to be seeing a lot more of her. Since that time, I’ve gotten to know Beth as a kindred spirit. When we go to writers’ retreats and conferences, she’s always one of the few people who speaks my language — southern! She’s also an excellent writer. I love her humor and wish I could come up with her descriptive verbs and funny phrases. As for her Christianity, she’s the real deal. And her writing proves it.

I was recently working on a first draft of a new book — the part of writing I hate the most — when I took a break to read Controlling Interest. I was reminded of some of my earlier novels that had a strong romantic relationship as part of their plots. I could tell in the first few pages that it was just what I needed. Natalie, the heroine, made me giggle, and I was instantly caught up in the intrigue of the missing young Pakistani woman, Yasmine. The romance in this book is such a treasure. Natalie and Matt’s bumbling relationship as they partner together to solve this missing person case is . . . well, fun. Before I knew it, I was caught up in the story and had forgotten my own book!

But the faith message gives this book the depth I love. Elizabeth White doesn’t write about perfect Christians who have it all together. She writes about flawed Christians who are works-in-progress, navigating their way through their faith and learning what it means to be more like Christ. If you’ve been a Christian for a long time, you’ll find it refreshing to see Christ through eyes that are brand new to Christianity, as some of her characters are. If you’re new to it yourself, you’ll be able to relate strongly to the fits and starts of living in faith.

So curl up and relax, and enjoy Elizabeth White’s southern style! I think you’ll come away with a new favorite writer.

Terri Blackstock



A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

I grew up in a Mississippi suburb of Memphis. I’ve always loved the river, the bridge, Beale Street, Graceland, and all the other funky southern things that went into the writing of this story. My very first published novella was set in Memphis, and I’ve always wanted to go back there. So here’s Matt’s love story, which begins next to an Elvis-themed clock shop (a product of my imagination) on Beale Street, just around the corner from the Peabody Hotel — where the ducks still parade every afternoon at five on the dot.

The riverboat as I’ve described it is not any particular one, but is instead an amalgam of several cruises that I’ve experienced over the years. You can go to just about any Mississippi River port and catch a sleepy, relaxing dinner cruise. Most of the restaurants and hotels Matt and Natalie patronize on their adventure are made-up; however, the Memphis Rendezvous is legendary for its ribs, Silky O’Sullivan’s on Beale boasts a beer-drinking goat, and Chamoun’s Rest Haven Restaurant is a landmark outside Clarksdale, Mississippi.

The Beale Street Waterfront Mission was inspired by the Beautiful Feet Ministries of Fort Worth, Texas, founded and run by my friends Mike and Sarah Myers. A mission that serves the physical and spiritual needs of the residents of low-income east side neighborhoods, including homeless individuals and families, the “Feet” is a functioning church with Sunday and weekday ministries. In addition to church services and Bible studies, Beautiful Feet offers a clothing and food ministry, mission trips, and outreach projects to local shelters, prisons, and halfway houses. For more information, contact Mike Myers at (817) 536-0505.

As always, I pray that Christian readers will take this story as a challenge to hands-on faith and to finding the source of truth in the Bible. I pray that readers who aren’t sure of their relationship with Jesus will meet him face-to-face. He loves you!

Comments about the story are welcome via my website, www.elizabethwhite.net.



CONTROLLING INTEREST



CHAPTER
ONE

Natalie Tubberville had one thing on her mind as she whipped her ice-blue Miata up the ramp to the Memphis International Airport terminal. Well, three things. A Big Mac, supersize fries, and a chocolate shake. Chasing down details for one of Dad’s oil-rich clients since five a.m., she hadn’t stopped to breathe, much less satisfy her howling stomach.

Screeching into a parking space, she shoved the gearshift into park and hopped out of the car. She glanced at her wrist. Tweetie Bird pointed to ten minutes of five. Ouch. She had to book it. Yasmine Patel, having come all the way from Pakistan, deserved a warm welcome, and Natalie hated to make her wait. It wasn’t Yasmine’s fault her dad had put a twist on Eddie Tubberville’s arm — thereby hijacking a good chunk of Natalie’s vacation.

She had no idea what a Pakistani girl would look like. Did they wear the hookahs you always saw in the movies? Wait, hookah didn’t sound right. Come to think of it, that was a pipe. The caterpillar in Alice in Wonderland smoked a hookah. Bookah, then.  No, burka. Something like that. She should have asked Daddy for a picture. Yasmine would be dark-haired, no doubt, and small. Maybe with one of those red paint splotches between her eyes. If more than one Middle Eastern young woman had arrived on this flight, Natalie was going to be in big trouble.

She hauled it across the lobby toward baggage claim. These platform clogs made it hard to run, but she couldn’t stand to leave them in the closet this morning. When you got new shoes, you were supposed to wear them. It was a rule somewhere. Besides, at five-foot-four she needed the extra inches.

She should have made a sign. Wait. Good idea. She dug in her purse — a little red-beaded wrist bag, barely big enough to carry a credit card — until she found a folded-up Orpheum program from Annie and a Crimson Tide lip pencil. By the time she reached baggage claim, she had the program covered in crooked red letters: YASMINE P. Smiling, holding the program above her head, she took up a station facing the hallway where deplaning passengers entered the baggage claim area. Tourists and home folks began to stream by like minnows in a creek.

She caught the eye of a businessman in a tired-looking suit. “Excuse me. Were you on Flight 57 from Amsterdam?”

“Huh?” The man glanced at her over his shoulder. “Yeah. First one off the plane.”

Considering the Patel fortune, Yasmine had probably flown first class, too, and shouldn’t be far behind. Natalie could spring for a late lunch at Mickey-D’s. Or maybe Ruby Tuesday. Daddy wouldn’t mind paying.

A couple of old women in polyester pants outfits shuffled by. Then a cluster of teenagers, apparently home for spring break. Natalie waited, dancing with impatience — and aching insoles — on her cork platforms. Maybe she’d take them off and pretend she was a model some other time.

One clog in hand, she spied a dark young woman hesitating behind a middle-aged couple in matching “I Love Holland” T-shirts. The girl wore a long, silky apple-green tunic over loose-fitting matching leggings. Shiny black hair peeked out from under a diaphanous embroidered shawl, and intricate beaded earrings swung against her fragile jawline. A series of thin gold bangles jingled on one wrist, and a diamond pendant sparkled at her throat. Wow. Exquisite.

But the big black eyes were shadowed with fatigue, the full mouth turned down at the corners. The twelve-hour flight must’ve been a killer.

“Yasmine!” Natalie waved the program. She dropped her shoe and tried to shove her foot in it before Yasmine disappeared. “Yasmine Patel!”

The young woman stopped, passengers swarming around her like bees around a particularly exotic orchid. She stood on her toes and caught Natalie’s gaze. Her eyes flicked up to the improvised sign, then widened. She looked over her shoulder and bolted around the Holland tourists.

Away from Natalie.

Natalie got her shoe on without twisting her ankle. “Yasmine! Hey, it’s me, Natalie Tubberville. I’m your ride!” She dodged a mom pushing a baby stroller and caught up to her passenger. “Aren’t you Yasmine?” She swung around in front of the Pakistani girl, forcing her to stop. Good grief, she was a little thing. Natalie felt positively gargantuan.

Yasmine’s shoulders slumped. “I am Yasmine Patel.” A hesitant smile showed small, perfect white teeth. “You are sent for me?”

“Sure am.” Natalie held out a hand.

Yasmine offered her slim, elegant fingers. “So happy. Thank you for coming.” Extravagant black lashes swept downward. “I am feeling . . . some lost.”

Natalie tried to peg the accent. A bit sing-song, infused with a British twang. Sophisticated, compared to her own Tennessee drawl, but definitely wobbly. Natalie’s heart softened. Maybe the girl was acting weird because she’d expected her fiancé to meet her.

“Well, come on, let’s snag your luggage and I’ll buy you some lunch. You hungry?” She took off toward baggage claim.

Yasmine tip-tapped along beside Natalie on jeweled sandals. “Thank you, I am not hungry, just — please, could you slow down?”

“Good grief, I’m sorry.” Natalie slowed, looking down at her diminutive companion, who was panting like a Pekeapoo on a leash. “Wasn’t thinking.”

“It is no worry. But I would like a drink of . . .” Yasmine took a deep breath, as if coming to a monumental decision. “Starbucks. Yes, caramel vanilla macchiato, if you please. Whole milk with a packet of Splenda. Whipped cream on top.”

Natalie blinked. Yasmine hadn’t seemed to be the demanding type. “Starbucks?” That was going to add fifteen minutes onto her wait for lunch. She switched the mental list around and decided she’d eat at Carrabba’s. Big juicy steak with Caesar salad on the side. Daddy owed her big-time for this.

Yasmine looked up at her with huge, limpid near-black eyes. “I did not see a Starbucks sign somewhere? I thought all American airports — ”

“Of course there’s a Starbucks. No problem. This way.” Natalie made a U-turn.

“No, no. Please.” Yasmine clutched Natalie’s arm. “You get it while I find my luggage. We shall save time.” She linked her fingers under her chin. There was a solitaire rock the size of Baghdad on her engagement finger. “Please? I am anxious to see my . . . my fiancé, but I am sooo thirsty.”

Okay, kinda different, but what do I know? Natalie sighed.

“Alright. You go on to baggage claim, get a skycap to help you, and I’ll be right back.” Natalie backed toward the refreshment center. “No problem.”

“Whipped cream,” she muttered as she limped into Starbucks and stood in line for what seemed like an hour. Tweetie was pointing to five-thirty by the time she’d ordered, recklessly adding a double mocha espresso for herself. She’d be awake all night, but then she was half the time anyway. Life was too interesting to waste it sleeping. Carpe diem.

She sat down at a little round table to contemplate her guest’s odd behavior. Maybe she’d been raised in a harem. No, that was Mesopotamia.

Ten minutes later, she had laid a trail of Splenda packets in the form of a giant yellow N when she noticed the counter clerk craning his neck. “Caramel vanilla macchiato and a double-mocha espresso?”

Natalie jumped up and snatched the drinks along with a handful of the yellow packets. Surely Yasmine had her luggage in hand by now. Coming from that far away, planning to stay and get married, the Pakistani girl probably had a ton of clothes. Unless she planned to do some serious trousseau shopping. Natalie brightened. She could offer to help with the shopping.

She walked fast, sipping the espresso and wincing at the pain in her feet. The clogs were staying in the closet tomorrow, new or not.

There was the carousel for Yasmine’s flight, a few pieces of luggage still going round and round. She scanned the crowd. No bright-green tunic and shawl. Just plain everyday American T-shirts, suits, and baseball caps.

Natalie could’ve sworn she told Yasmine to wait in baggage claim, but maybe she’d gone outside.

She circled the area one more time, then, sipping espresso for fortitude, stomped toward the exit. Chasing the girl all over the airport hadn’t been part of the agreement. Daddy owed her dinner at the country club and a movie. Nothing less.

A line of taxis waited outside. People were stowing luggage in trunks, paying off drivers. “Yasmine?” Natalie called uncertainly.

Her eye caught a flash of apple-green disappearing into a white van parked at the Northwest Airlines entrance. The van’s side door slammed from the inside, the end of a gauzy scarf catching in the crack.

Holy schmoly. Yasmine had gotten into a complete stranger’s van. What was she thinking? Panic shot through Natalie, from the soles of her feet all the way up to her chest.

“Yasmine!” She took off running, heedless of whipped cream and hot coffee sloshing out of the tops of the two cups. “Ow!” Her purse dangled on her wrist, swaying wildly. Her feet screamed with pain. If she fell and broke her neck it would serve her right. She should’ve worn jeans and sneakers today. A denim mini-skirt was completely inappropriate apparel for chasing heiresses.

The van pulled out into the drive and headed for the exit. Natalie chugged faster, beginning to pray. Oh, Lord, what’s going on? She kicked off the shoes, tossed aside the coffee, and bore down. Her final Little League baseball all-star game flashed through her brain.

Pitcher Natalie Tubberville rounds third and heads for home.The centerfielder makes the throw. She slides to avoid the catcher’s mitt. Her hand swipes at the corner of the plate and misses.She’s out!

The van wheeled out of sight, pouring diesel smoke into the sweet Memphis-in-May air.

When Daddy found out she’d misplaced the heiress-bride, he was going to write her out of his will.

Lovely.
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Matt Hogan was giving fasting a whirl. Test-driving it around the block to see what happened.

Dad would probably say he was being sacrilegious at worst, flippant at best, but a guy couldn’t be too careful. Even with God.

After all, he reasoned as he loitered by the hostess station, there was some verse or other about trying God and proving him faithful. He didn’t have a clue where that was, or what it actually said, but Dad would tell him if he asked.

The wood smoke smell of the place made him glad he’d chosen to swear off women instead of food. The Rendezvous was world famous for its ribs. His new business partner definitely had taste — in more ways than one, judging by the blonde seated across from him.

Eddie Tubberville was a piece of work alright. Granted, the guy was single — divorced, to be precise — but the girl looked young enough to be his daughter, cute in a clean-scrubbed kind of way. Not exactly the type Matt would’ve picked for a high roller like Tubberville. The cornsilk hair was chopped off chin length, tucked behind one ear. Little black glasses perched on a button nose, and a dimple flashed beside her mouth when she talked. Which was a lot.

He checked the hang of his old blue sport coat, worn with khakis and a faded yellow polo. A good impression was critical.

Deep breath, Hogan. Swagger over like you own the place.

As he approached Tubberville’s table, the blonde’s hands circled. “Daddy, I’m telling you she just disappeared! The van was gone before I could take a breath. What was I supposed to do?”

Daddy? So Tubberville wasn’t such a sleazeball after all.

“I’ll tell you what you were supposed to do,” Tubberville barked. “You were supposed to go to the airport, hold up a sign, and take her to her hotel. How can you possibly lose a woman in a lime-green harem costume?”

“She wanted coffee, and I was trying to be hospitable! How would I guess she’d abscond with a couple of yahoos in an electrical van?”

Matt cleared his throat.

Tubberville turned around. “Hogan! There you are.” He stood up and offered a handshake. “I’m afraid you’ve walked in on a situation here. Meet my daughter Natalie. Natalie, this is Matthew Hogan. He runs the PI agency I was telling you about.”

Matt nodded.

Natalie sort of grimaced, as if she wasn’t sure whether she should smile or not, then gave her attention back to her dad. “Anyway, she knew I was there to pick her up. I mean, there was the Orpheum playbill and everything!”

Matt had no idea what a theater program had to do with a missing harem princess. He was more interested in the fact that this girl had ignored him. Women did not ignore him — at least, not unless he wanted them to. He stuck his hand in front of her face. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Trouble — uh, Tubberville.”

She looked down at his hand, then up at his face. Behind the glasses her eyes were a pale, black-shot green, with black lashes and dark eyebrows. Cat eyes. Reluctantly she shook his hand, a glint of humor tugging the corner of her mouth. “Me too. Have a seat and join the fray.”

“You don’t know how true that is,” Tubberville growled. “The trouble part, I mean. This girl’s been making chaos out of order since she rode her bicycle into the school building in kindergarten.”

“Daddy!” Natalie’s bottom lip stuck out.

Matt grinned. “Catch me up. Who’s gone missing?”

“Daughter of a business connection of mine, Abid Patel. The girl’s name is Yasmine. She was set to marry a young man she’s been engaged to since birth. Guy named Jarrar Haq.”

“I take it these people are Middle Eastern.” Matt looked up as a waitress brought him a glass of water and a menu. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” said the waitress, giving him a gratifying once-over. “I’ll give you a few minutes to look at the menu.”

“Just bring me the ribs special with a Coke.” He looked at Tubberville. “You guys order yet?”

“We were about to. Triple that order, little lady.” Tubberville dismissed the waitress with a wave.

Natalie bristled. “But, Daddy — ”

“You know you always order ribs, so don’t get all snotty on me.” Tubberville glanced at Matt, a twinkle lurking in his eyes. “Girl eats like a football team and still has to run around in the shower to get wet. Burns a thousand calories a day flapping her mouth.”

Natalie’s face flamed. “If I could get a word in edgewise, I’d remind you I haven’t had a bite since dawn. I was going to take Yasmine to dinner.”

Matt, who considered himself a connoisseur, could see little to complain about in Natalie’s figure, even if she was a little on the skinny side. She had on a modest red knit top that complemented her pale, shiny hair and clear English-rose complexion. For some reason he felt like coming to her defense.

“Everybody loses a bride occasionally,” he said mildly. “What’s the big deal?”

 “The big deal is Abid Patel’s honor, not to mention a three-million-dollar oil account.” Tubberville glowered. “We don’t find her, we’re all going to be on the skids. Including you, Hogan.”

“Me? What’s it got to do with me?”

“If I take a hit on this thing, I’ll have to fold the agency. Can’t afford a losing investment.” Tubberville folded his arms.

“Huh? Tubberville, you can’t fold my agency!”

“Since I own fifty-five percent of the company, I certainly can.”

“Whoa. Just hold the bus right now!” Matt’s stomach did a three-sixty flip. He glanced at Natalie, who was staring at her dad open-mouthed. “I let you buy in to help me get back on my feet — not to blow me down like a tornado.”

“Daddy!” Natalie’s voice rose on an excited squeak. “You didn’t tell me you own a detective agency!”

“That’s because it’s none of your business,” Matt said, frowning. “It’s my company. I started it, and I run it. Your dad’s just the — the CFO.”

“I have legal controlling interest, which means I hold the purse strings. And here’s what you’re going to do if you want River City Investigations to stay in the Yellow Pages. You’re going to find Yasmine Patel and bring her back for her wedding.”

Matt considered himself a fairly phlegmatic sort of guy. And then there was the whole giving-his-life-to-God thing. He gripped the edge of the table. “You’re not my boss, Tubberville,” he said quietly. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

Tubberville leaned back, flicking his napkin open as the waitress appeared with a loaded tray. “I just did.”

“Daddy, let me!” Natalie’s eyes were wide, hands clasped under her chin.

“Let you what?” Tubberville’s gaze slid to Matt. The tension in the atmosphere was as thick as the odor of barbecue pork and onion rings.

“Let me find her. I’m a trained detective. For goodness’ sake, I have a degree!”

Matt snorted. “In what? Cosmetology?”

Natalie’s translucent skin flushed from her collarbone to her hairline. “I’ll have you know,” she said through gritted teeth, “I graduated magna cum laude from the University of Memphis with a degree in criminal justice. I’ve been working for the sheriff’s department down in Tunica for the past two years, and I passed the detective’s exam last week.”

“Is that right?” Matt grinned. “Well, maybe you should go looking for the sultan’s daughter — especially since you’re the one who lost her!”

“Now wait just a minute — ”

“Hold on, you two.” Tubberville patted his daughter’s wrist. “Take a deep breath, honey.”

Matt looked from one to the other. Signing over a major portion of his agency to Tubberville had seemed like a good idea at the time. Now — not so much. “Suppose I do go looking for this girl. Are you going to pay my expenses?”

“I won’t have to. Abid Patel will pay a chunk of change to get his daughter back. From what Natalie says, we don’t know if Yasmine left on her own or if she was kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped?” Matt frowned. “Why don’t you just bring in the police?”

“Because it’s a touchy situation. Abid has enemies and allies all over the Middle East. We alert the authorities, and we risk getting the feds involved with what could be just a family scandal. Until we know why Yasmine left, Abid wants to keep it a private search.”

“You mean the guy already knows his daughter’s missing?” Matt shook his head. This ball of yarn just kept getting more snarled.

Tubberville nodded grimly. “He knows. And he’s not happy.”

Natalie shook her father’s hand off her wrist. “It is my fault. I’m going to find her.” She set her chin, and the soft lips quivered.

Playing the femininity card. Matt’s sympathy dissolved. “This is a professional investigation. I don’t think the Tunica Sheriff’s Department is going to want to let go of their secretary.”

“You are an insufferable pig.” Her eyes blazed like peridots under a jeweler’s lamp. “But I’m going to assume you’re upset and ignore you.” She turned to her father. “Dad, look, I know I can find her. I’m a woman, and I can figure out how she’ll think. Besides — ” she glared at Matt — “I actually care.”

Tubberville leaned back as the waitress put a plate of ribs in front of him. “Maybe you’re right. It might be effective to have a woman working on the case too. What do you think, Hogan?”

“I think — what — what do you mean, what do I think? I think you’re crazy.” Matt wanted to howl with laughter. He was supposed to work with a little girl who looked like Gidget and — magna cum laude or not — seemed to have the attention span of an ADHD flea?

Tubberville picked up a slab of ribs dripping with sauce. “Well, it doesn’t matter what you think after all. It’s my company. Or rather, mine and Natalie’s. I bought it with the intention of setting her up to be your partner and giving her twenty-five percent if she decides she likes it. So work with her or take your agency into bankruptcy — and I’ll hire another PI to find Yasmine.”



CHAPTER 
TWO

Natalie felt her mouth drop open. “Daddy, are you serious?” Matt Hogan put his hands in his hair. “Tubberville, you can’t give away my company to a girl!”

But the jail door had just swung open, and Natalie wasn’t about to let it clang shut in her face again. After two years in the Tunica County Sheriff’s Department, she was profoundly aware of the triple strikes of youth, femininity, and blonde hair — and bulldog determined to overcome all three.

Who did this guy Matt Hogan think he was? Maybe she’d experienced a light-headed moment at that big flashing grin, but she knew better than to trust her hormones. Forrest Gump’s mama had it right. You could count on every box of chocolates hiding at least one slimy cherry-surprise center, no matter how delectable the outside might look.

“Girl?” she said politely, staring into Matt Hogan’s incredulous hazel eyes. “There are no girls here. There’s only me — a woman who now owns twenty-five percent of your agency. I suggest you play nice.”

“Play nice?” he echoed. “Play nice?” He pressed his lips together, revealing a couple of deep dimples. She could see the cogs spinning in his brain. This was not a stupid man. Finally he shrugged and stood up, dropping his napkin onto the sticky pile of ribs in front of him. “My best friend just married the chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court, so we’ll see how long this cockeyed deal holds up. I suggest you take your Barbies back to Tunica, or wherever you came from, and let me take care of my agency.”

“My Barbies — ”

“Thanks for dinner, Eddie — ” Hogan nodded at Natalie’s dad — “but I’m not hungry anymore. I’ll start interviewing people at the airport tomorrow and see if I can find your girl.” He smirked at Natalie. “The other girl.”

Daddy calmly wiped barbecue sauce off his chin. “Hate to tell you this, bud, but you don’t have the case without my ‘other’ girl.”

“Then I don’t need it. I’m outta here.”

By the time Natalie found her tongue, Hogan was halfway across the restaurant, headed for the door.

Daddy chuckled. “I like that boy.”

“How can you say that? Did you hear that condescending, chauvinistic tone of voice? Did you see the way he looked at me?”

“He looked at you the same way every male outside the family has looked at you since you turned twelve.”

“That’s what I mean. Nobody takes me seriously.”

Daddy didn’t look the least sympathetic. “Then you’ll just have to prove him wrong. Beat him to the punch.”

“You mean find Yasmine first?” Natalie sat up straight.

“There’s a pretty good incentive. Abid is offering a finder’s fee of fifty grand.”

“Fifty-thousand? Dollars? Holy schmoly. I could buy out your part of the agency with that!”

“Not quite,” Daddy said dryly. “But at least you could afford the insurance on your car.”

“I told you I’d pay you back — ”

“Never mind, I’m just kiddin’ you, sweetheart. Use the money for whatever you want. Now are you going to quit that dead-end job in Casino Royale, Mississippi? Move home and quit burning up the road?”

Despite her irritation with a certain pig-brained private investigator, Natalie felt like dancing around the room. “I’ll go home and type up my resignation as soon as we finish eating. Just wait ’til I tell Mom.” She cut a piece of meat off a bone with her knife and fork.

“How’s your mama doing these days?” Daddy casually picked up his glass and slurped.

Natalie gave him a sharp look. “Busy as ever. Why?”

“I just happened to remember it’s her birthday this weekend. You might tell her I wish her a happy fiftieth.”

Her parents had been divorced for fifteen years, but neither of them forgot birthdays or anniversaries. Natalie had no basis for comparison, of course, but that always struck her as a little abnormal.

“Why don’t you tell her yourself? She’d be glad to hear from you.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Daddy’s florid complexion turned even redder. “She never had time for me, even when we were married.”

“She asked about you the other day.” What her mother had said was, “Tell your dad if he can’t pay Nick and Nina’s tuition next semester, I’m going to pull them out and send them to UT Knoxville, where they can get my alumni scholarship.” Natalie saw no need to stir up bad blood.

Daddy took the bait. “Did she now?” He looked pleased. “Think I’ll give her a call tonight.”

Natalie’s romantic heart melted into a puddle. Her father was still in love with her mother. Aw. Lord, you could work that thing out, if you had a mind to.

Too bad her own love life stunk like week-old cabbage.

The attractive crooked smile of Matt Hogan flashed through her brain. Oh, no you don’t, she told herself sternly. We are not going there.

He was Some Pig.

Oink.
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“Matthew Hogan, you are a certified pig,” said Tootie Sheehan. His landlady stood in his kitchen door, holding an apple pie in one hand and a mop in the other. Ethel Mertz on steroids.

Matt, sitting at the table inhaling a bowl of Special K, glanced at the pile of dishes overflowing the sink and at the trash can stuffed with empty TV dinner boxes and discarded junk mail. He hadn’t been home for nearly three months except to eat and sleep. And he’d been out of town a good chunk of that time, hanging out with his parents in northern Illinois.

“If it bothers you, Tootie, you can stay downstairs.” Matt punched a button on the laptop in front of him to launch his email program. He pretended to ignore the domestic diva’s glare.

Nostrils flared and mop brandished, she advanced into the room and set the pie on the counter. “I should take this pie back downstairs and feed it to the dog.”

“Don’t you dare.” Matt turned in alarm. “He already waddles like a pregnant hippo.”

“Now there’s a visual to keep you awake at night.” Tootie looked over Matt’s shoulder. “Speaking of pregnant, have you written to your sister since she had the baby?”

“I called her last night.” Matt closed the email program and shut the laptop. “How did you know she had a baby?”

“I saw the sack from Babies ‘R’ Us in the backseat of your car. Unless there’s something you’re not telling me, I figured it had to be for Cicely.”

“Why don’t you come to work for me? You’re a better snoop than any PI I ever met.”

“Is that a compliment?” Tootie grinned at him, throwing a web of wrinkles into play at the corners of her shoe-button brown eyes. “Retired school teachers are the most observant folks on the planet.”

“I suppose you’d have to be.” Matt got up to hunt through the dishes in the sink for a fork. “I ate all my cereal. Can I have this for dessert?” The smell of cinnamon and fruit and sugar steamed through the pie’s beautiful lattice-work crust. There definitely was a God.

“Baby, you can do whatever you want to with it.” Tootie pointed the mop. “But first you better shovel out this mess before that pretty girl downstairs gets to your office. Otherwise she might never come back.”

“What pretty girl?”

“Little blonde with one of those funky choppy haircuts? I didn’t know you had a partner. You’ve lived and worked in my building for six months now. You’d think something like that would come up in conversation.”

Matt froze in the act of scooping pie into a marginally clean saucer. He’d considered just eating it out of the tin, but Tootie’s gimlet eye was on him. “I don’t have a partner. Well, Natalie’s dad is technically my partner, and he’s got some crazy idea about giving her twenty-five percent of his share, but — ” He stopped himself. Tootie had a way of eliciting information he never intended to part with. “She’s not my partner, and she’s never going to see the inside of my apartment.”

“Natalie, huh? Suits her.”

“I’ll tell you what her name ought to be.” Matt stuffed a bite of flaky, gooey crust into his mouth. “T-R-O-U-B-L-E. I can’t believe she had the nerve to show up here. Guess she told you she’s got a degree in criminal justice. Like that’s supposed to make her Magnum P.I.” He glanced at the clock on the microwave. Definitely should have started with his quiet time this morning, instead of email. Not even eight o’clock, and already he was in a tailspin.

“I’m sure she’s a lot smarter than you give her credit for.” Too-tie backed toward the door. “I’ve got to get to mass. Just wanted to tell you to put on a clean tie for your partner — visitor, whatever she is. Don’t forget to put that pie in the fridge, if you want it to last.”

“I’ll have it eaten before it can go bad.” But Matt opened the refrigerator and set his prize on top of a pizza box. Twelve years of church school as a kid had left an ingrained respect for teachers, retired or not.

Put on a clean tie. As if that would impress a girl like Natalie Tubberville. As if he wanted to impress her.

Matt picked his way through an explosion of clothes, investigative journals, and weapons and tech catalogs. One day he was going to have to get a backhoe in here and start over. The thought of his mother seeing the way he lived made the hair on his arms stand up.

The bedroom wasn’t much better than the kitchen or the living room. His bed didn’t even have sheets on it. He’d gotten tired of washing them and putting them back on, so every night he just stripped to his underwear, cranked down the air conditioner, and rolled himself up in the comforter.

By moving a set of thirty-pound dumbbells and yanking hard, he managed to get his closet door open. He poked through the array of ties on a rack he and his grandfather had made when Matt was in the eighth grade. It was one of his prized possessions. He’d been collecting vintage ties almost as long as he’d been collecting baseball cards.

Choice made, he retraced his steps to the kitchen and took another bite of the pie. Then he located his keys beside the dead ivy plant on the windowsill. He looked down at his tie with a grin. Natalie Tubberville had better have on sunglasses.
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Natalie looked out Matt Hogan’s office window. Beale Street below was quiet this morning, with a muted, dusty light sifting through the storefronts. A wino slouched against the lamppost on the corner, and a police squad car had a radar trap in an alley — the only signs of life.

Weird place for a young guy like Hogan to live. Matt. Her business partner. That was a weird thought too.

The lady with the mop said Matt lived above her in a studio apartment behind his office. The old building, probably built around the turn of the century, also housed an Elvis souvenir shop, a café, and a law office.

Natalie wandered around the office, inspecting the laptop computer, the neat stack of papers on the corner of a functional metal desk, and a couple of file cabinets in one corner. She pulled a drawer open and found the files labeled in dark masculine print, all caps, like a draftsman’s hand. The floor was swept clean and shone with a recent coat of wax. Matt must be an organized person. Boded well for their relationship, because Natalie herself was . . . well, Dad always teased her that she’d leave her head behind if it weren’t attached.

Her IQ was around 140, but that didn’t necessarily translate to practical things like filing and scheduling. Which was one problem she’d had at the sheriff’s department. She couldn’t wait to show up on Monday and hand in her resignation.

Plopping herself into the only comfortable chair in the room, which was behind Matt’s desk, she leaned back and contemplated the antique fan whirring in the nine-foot ceiling. The landlady — what was her name? Tootie? — had turned it on before darting off to alert Matt that he had a visitor. Nice lady, reminiscent of her senior English teacher. Slightly severe mien relieved by a twinkle in the eyes.

Natalie had counted about a hundred and twenty rotations of the fan when the doorknob rattled. Matt Hogan burst in, crackling energy like an electrical storm. Even his hair stood on end.

And look at that tie. The Golden Gate Bridge arched across aqua water, with Alcatraz like a lump of coal in the background. His blue-and-white striped shirt did little to tone down the virulent effect.

He stopped in the middle of the room and folded his arms. “What are you doing in my chair?”

“I ate your porridge too.” She uncrossed her legs and stood up. “If you’d invest in something besides folding chairs for your guests, you wouldn’t have this problem.”

“You’re not a guest. Nobody invited you. Besides, office hours are from nine to five. I was eating breakfast.”

“If you’re this rude to everybody who comes to see you, no wonder Daddy had to bail you out.” He flinched and Natalie clapped a hand across her mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry. That was uncalled-for.” She sighed. “Forgive me for sitting in your chair and interrupting your Cocoa Puffs and pointing out the fact that you’re a failure.”

Matt’s mouth dropped open. He stared at her a moment before that appealing grin slid into place. “Come on, Natalie. Tell me what you really think.”

She backed toward the window, crashing into the blinds. “I didn’t mean — ”

“Yes, you did. But I’ll overlook it for now.” He moved one of the metal chairs away from the wall and sat down. “Have a seat, Goldilocks — no, no, you take the comfortable chair — and tell me what brought you down here at the crack of dawn.”

Natalie gave him an uncertain look. Typically she could read men like a comic book; the pictures were right there on the surface, with thought balloons parading over their heads. But Matt Hogan’s expression was perfectly bland. A slight quirk curled his fine lips, the only indication of irony.

Squirming in the padded leather ergonomic desk chair, she studied a framed portrait of a handsome middle-aged couple stuck on top of the file cabinet. Three different wedding pictures flanked it. Matt was in all three, dressed in tux and bowtie.

“Always the best man, never the groom.” He grinned.

“You’re not married?”

He held up a ringless hand. “No. Which is why I’m nice to Tootie. She feeds me pie, not to mention mopping and waxing my office. Those are my sister and brother and my best buddy.”

“Oh.” This put a whole new spin on things. Matt looked to be in his late twenties. Most guys that age were married. Unless there was something wrong with them.

“I have commitment issues,” he said as if reading her mind.

“I didn’t ask — ”

“No, but you were thinking it.” He propped one ankle on the other knee and folded his arms. “Why is a thirty-year-old man still single, you want to know.”

“Are you thirty?”

“Yes. And I’m going to tell you something else you didn’t ask, but since you busted in here without making an appointment, you have to listen. I spent nearly three decades running away from who my parents raised me to be. About a year ago, my friend Cole — in the middle picture there — showed me the way back. Since I’m a new man, I’m not going to insult you or kick you out or make a pass at you. I’m going to tell you as politely as I know how that this is my detective agency. I worked like a dog to build it, and I don’t need or want a partner, not even your dad. As soon as I make enough money to buy back his shares, I will.” He tilted his head. “You get my drift?”

“Oh, yeah, Clint Eastwood, I get your drift.” Natalie gripped the edge of the desk. “Now it’s my turn to tell you something. I don’t believe it’s an accident that my dad bought out your agency just when Yasmine Patel disappeared. I prayed about this all night long, and I think we’re supposed to work together to find her.”

“Supposed to? What’s that mean?”

She shrugged. “When God opens a door, I generally walk through it.”

“I just told you. This particular door is shut.”

She stood up so fast the chair zoomed backward and hit the wall. “And I told you I’m not going anywhere.”

Matt rose, frustration in every line of his lean, elegant body. “Look, Natalie, I’m sure you’re a very nice girl, but you need to pick on somebody your own size. Why don’t you find some other agency to work for? Heck, start your own! I did it when I was even younger than you.”

“I’m twenty-four! And I know good and well that I don’t know enough yet to run my own agency. I have to learn from somebody who knows the business inside and out. Sure, you had to have a financial jump-start, but you’ve got a stellar reputation in the industry. I checked out all your references and — ”

“You did what? Who do you think you — ”

“If I were a potential client, of course I’d want to hire the best. You are the best. You’ve got to help me find Yasmine. What if she’s in trouble?”

Matt huffed and stared at Natalie. The cord on the fan ticked a few times as it went round and round.

“You a praying woman?” he finally asked.

“Yes. I am.” Natalie stuck out her chin.

“What if I’m not hearing God say anything?”

“You’ve got the radio up too loud.”

“Huh?”

“Daddy always gripes at me for cranking up my car radio so loud I don’t hear my cell phone.”

Matt’s dark eyebrows twitched together. “That doesn’t make one bit of sense.”

“Never mind. What I came here for today is to make you a deal you can’t turn down.”

“What are you, the Godfather? I can’t think of a thing you’ve got to offer me.”

Natalie wished she’d worn her platforms today instead of sandals. Disconcerting to stare up at the man from six inches below. She raised her heels off the ground. “I’m offering to hand over my percentage of the agency — if I don’t contribute significantly to finding Yasmine.”

“What exactly does ‘contribute significantly’ mean?”

She circled a hand. “I don’t know. We’ll figure that out.”

He snorted. “Okay. Say the miraculous happens. Say you accomplish this significant contribution. We’re right back where we started.”

“Oh, no. We’re way beyond that. If I find Yasmine, you’ve got to give me the secret handshake. Make me a real partner, not just Daddy’s figurehead.”

Matt took a step backward. “You’re crazy. I’m not making a promise like that.”

“Will you at least think about it? What have you got to lose? I’ll work hard, and by the way, the finder’s fee is outrageous. We’ll both come out smelling like the proverbial rose.”

“Finder’s fee? How much?”

“Fifty-thousand smackeroos.”

“Fifty-thousand — ?” His mouth hung open. He blinked. “If you’d back off, I could earn that finder’s fee. You’d get your share.”

“Yeah, but I can’t learn anything that way. I admit I’m inexperienced, but if you’ll teach me what you know, I can be a real help. Come on, the Bible says, ‘Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor.’ ”

“Are you sure that isn’t Shakespeare? Where does it say that?”

“Ecclesiastes. Little book between Proverbs and Song of Solomon.”

“The sex book.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you the spiritual giant.”

He blushed. “I told you I was away from God. Maybe you could help me catch up.”

She did a double take. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you? Letting me tag along.”

“Maybe, but you’ll have to keep your distance.” He took another step backward.

“Now you’re not making sense. How’m I supposed to keep my distance if we’re working together?”

“Never mind.” Matt held up his hands. “I’ll take care of that. Your job is to remember who’s in charge.”



CHAPTER 
THREE

Yasmine wandered down Beale Street, working hard at invisibility. In a city full of dark-skinned people, this wouldn’t have been difficult if her mother hadn’t insisted she make the twenty-four-hour flight in the traditional Pakistani shalwar kameez. “Jarrar will expect his bride to be properly dressed for the first meeting,” Ammi had told her, adjusting the embroidered dupatta around her shoulders.

Since what Jarrar expected was no longer an issue — she hoped — Yasmine had every intention of getting rid of the costume. She stuck out like a canary among a flock of sparrows. Thank you so much, Ammi.

A cluster of young women came out of a shop to her left and stopped to stare. One of them lifted the camera dangling from a strap around her neck and aimed it at Yasmine.

Lowering her eyes, Yasmine hurried past. But she managed to note the girls’ outfits. Tight, low-cut jeans and skimpy knit tank tops in multiple layers that bared an embarrassing amount of flesh.

The young woman who had met her at the airport hadn’t been dressed that way. She seemed to be a friendly person whom Yasmine would like to have gotten to know. But she would have taken her to Jarrar’s home, so the only course had been to run away.

It was early in the day, but she had to start thinking about a place to stay for the night. Also her stomach ached for food. She hadn’t eaten anything since the hamburger she’d had last night. Begging was not an option, but Abbi had raised his daughters to be resourceful, scandalously so. Uncle Rais was always saying Abbi was too westernized, too liberal, regarding the upbringing of his three children.

Unfortunately, Abbi had not been too liberal to arrange a marriage for Yasmine.

Resourceful. Yes, by the grace of God, she was indeed resourceful. He would help her reach her destination before Jarrar could enforce the marriage.

First she had to remove this getup — that was what Zach called it. She unwound the dupatta and stuffed it into her backpack. Feeling rebellious, but much less eye-catching, she walked along humming, face lifted to the mild breeze. She’d already run away from the fiancé chosen by her father. What was one more little rebellion?

She stopped. She’d never see Abbi again. Or Ammi or Liba. Or Uncle Rais who treated her like a two-year-old. The staggering import of this truth buckled her knees so that she had to lean against the closest brick wall.

She hoped she was doing the right thing. The Holy Book commanded one to honor mother and father. And she did so in her heart. But how could she marry Jarrar when she didn’t know him, let alone love him? How could she align herself with a man who had done the things Jarrar had?

The thought of going back was scarier than going forward.

With a lump in her throat, Yasmine took a step, then another, down the sidewalk. The street was busy, crowded with old buildings lumped together in tawdry fashion, their crumbling bricks forming a messy backdrop to flashing neon. They were nowhere near as ancient as the buildings of Karachi, but they had a tired sort of weight about them, as if they might tumble down if she breathed too hard.

Her sandaled feet ached along the insoles, but she turned around and hurried to catch up to the young woman who had taken her photograph. Perhaps she would be kind as well as tactless enough to photograph a stranger.

“Excuse me,” Yasmine said boldly.

One of the three dark-skinned girls, the one with tight braids and a big laugh, looked around to find Yasmine. Her eyes flicked up and down the yellow-green shalwar kameez. “Yeah?”

“I am so sorry bothering you, but could you direct me, please, to the closest cheap store?”

“Sheep store? What’s that?” The girls looked at one another and giggled.

Yasmine sighed. If anybody needed an interpreter, it was she. “I need clothing.” She lifted the filmy side panel of her shalwar kameez. “Jeans and a T-shirt?”

The girl with the braids smiled. “You don’t want a thrift store. You want the mall.”

“No!” She’d seen pictures of American malls. Too many people. “Just send me to the cheap clothes place.”

One of the other girls, notable for clownlike makeup, spoke up. “We could show her to the Salvation Army. That’s just a block down on Jackson.”

Yasmine recognized two words. Salvation and army. Salvation she needed, but she wanted to stay as far away from armies as possible.

Before she could protest, the three young women turned in flank and left Yasmine behind. She hurried to catch up. “Wait! I don’t want to — ” Then she saw the store’s sign. It looked vaguely familiar. A red shield. Oh — that kind of salvation. That kind of army.

One of the girls opened the door and held it for Yasmine to enter. “Thank you,” Yasmine whispered as she slipped through. “So kind.”

“You gon’ be okay?” asked the braided girl, backing outside. “You got some money?”

Abbi owned several oil wells. Of course she had money, though it happened to be in a form she could not spend. “I have enough for cheap clothes. Thank you. I am fine.”

The girl gave her a doubtful look, then disappeared. Yasmine was on her own again.

She looked around the store. She couldn’t see where the shield applied. Salvation Army. What a peculiar name for a place with so much junk. Rows and rows of clothing were arranged on steel racks — ladies’ on one side, men’s on the other — apparently sorted by color rather than size. A couple of tired-looking mannequins sported outfits that Yasmine somehow knew were sadly out of style. Perhaps she should rethink her choice of boutique.

She sidled toward the ladies’ section. A woman leaning against the cash register near the door didn’t seem to be concerned about Yasmine’s appearance. Perhaps Middle Easterners in traditional dress shopped in this store on a regular basis.

After a long, confusing search, she found a pair of jeans that looked like they might fit and a T-shirt with Elvis on the front. The young, handsome Elvis, not the older fat one with enormous sideburns. Yasmine was proud of her knowledge of Memphis history.  When she’d thought she would have to live here, she’d decided she might as well learn about the place. The T-shirt would help her blend in, here in the King’s hometown.

She took the outfit to the fitting room, hurriedly stripped off the shalwar kameez, and put on the American clothes. She’d guessed correctly, but — oh, my. The jeans weren’t as low-cut as those worn by the girls who had brought her here. Still, she felt bepardah — exposed. Her dressy sandals looked funny with the jeans, so she wandered over to the shoe rack. After examining a row of down-at-heels sneakers, she shrugged and returned to the fitting room. For some reason she couldn’t bear the thought of wearing used shoes.

Dressed in her own clothes once more, she took her purchases to the register, which was surrounded by a glass case displaying an amalgam of brooches, earrings, bracelets, and necklaces. She fingered the earrings Abbi had brought from a business trip to Morocco. She wasn’t going to buy cheap jewelry, even to blend in.

“How much, please?” She laid the jeans and T-shirt on the counter.

A smile lightened the clerk’s lined face. “Good choice, dearie. You can’t beat Elvis when he was a young buck. That’ll be four dollars for the jeans and two-fifty for the shirt. With tax, it’s . . . let’s see. Seven-ten.”

Yasmine blinked. She could almost afford another outfit with her U.S. dollars. But she’d best be frugal until she could get to a bank and exchange more rupees. She lifted the shalwar kameez draped across the counter. It would take up a lot of room in her small backpack. She looked at the lady. “You may do whatever you want with this. I can’t take it with me.”

The lady’s eyes widened. “You gonna donate it? You better let me give you a receipt.”

Yasmine frowned. “I get a receipt for giving something away?”

“For your taxes.”

Abbi paid plenty of tax in Pakistan, but clothing donations had no effect on it. Yasmine shook her head. “No. But I think I will keep this.” She picked up the beautiful dupatta Ammi had given her for her birthday last summer and stuffed it into her backpack. Parting with it was impossible. She smiled at the clerk. “Thank you. Good-bye.”

Properly dressed — she thought with irony of her mother’s comment as she’d put Yasmine on the plane — she walked out of the store into the bright sunshine.

She considered her next move. Across the street was a law office next to a coffee shop whose dark, strong odor brought waves of homesickness. Drawn, she crossed the street and looked in the coffee shop window. People clustered around small tables, intent on conversation or focused on laptop computers. She could treat herself to just one cup of espresso.

But getting to Rafiqah — the one person she knew in this city, the one person from home who would help her escape — was more important. She straightened her shoulders and stepped back from the window. As she walked past the law office, a lady on the inside, cleaning the front window with a blue cloth, peered out. Her stern face and the hidden twinkle in her eye reminded Yasmine of her Aunt Karimah — whose flamboyant turbans and westernized clothing, cigarettes, and expensive perfume everybody tried to hide from Yasmine and Liba.

The lady raised her bottle of cleaning solution in greeting, giving Yasmine a wave with the blue cloth. Yasmine smiled and hurried on.

As she walked toward the smell of the river, she kept thinking about Zach. He’d never explained exactly what his job was, and he would often disappear for days with no explanation other than to apologize when he returned and say he’d missed her. The day he bought her the little silver ring, which she wore on a chain hidden under her blouses, was one of the happiest days of her life. She hadn’t taken it off since — even the weekend she went home for holiday and her parents told her about the wedding.

She understood the rules of her culture. One did not flout the wishes of one’s parents. Besides, she loved Abbi, who made it clear the connection was one that would benefit him — and that offending the family of the Commerce Minister would create untold awkwardness. So she’d swallowed and said she would think about it, and everybody assumed that meant “yes.” Especially Ammi, overjoyed that her elder daughter was finally marrying suitably, indeed brilliantly. Only Uncle Rais watched Yasmine carefully and said she’d better be sensible or she’d break her parents’ hearts.

Yasmine faltered. She looked over her shoulder, caught the eye of the lady in the window, and stumbled on. There was more at stake now than her parents’ approval.

She had to get to Zach.
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Jarrar Haq was outraged. The moment his private jet landed at Wilson Air Center, attached to Memphis International Airport, he turned on his cell phone and called Yasmine’s father.

“You are coming to the U.S., no?” he demanded as he gestured for Feroz to collect the carry-on luggage. “She must be found.”

Feroz, scowling, followed with his own duffel bag and Jarrar’s briefcase trapped under one muscle-bound arm. In the other hand he carried a pair of thirty-pound dumbbells.

He deserved to be inconvenienced. Because Jarrar had detected something odd in the tone of Yasmine’s last couple of emails, he had sent his bodyguard to retrieve the girl from the airport. Despite every precaution, she had given Feroz the slip, as well as Tubberville’s brainless daughter.

Ignoring his grumbling subordinate, Jarrar bounded down the steps to the tarmac and headed for the terminal as a crew of mechanics swarmed the plane. They would clean it and go over it thoroughly before parking it in the hangar Jarrar rented by the year. He paid well for good service.

Which was one reason the marriage must be consummated.

“I am making arrangements.” Patel sounded offended. “My wife and daughter wish to accompany me.”

Jarrar could not have cared less about Patel’s feelings. He had bought the man’s daughter with his father’s good will. Business was business. “How do you propose to find her?”

“I assure you no one cares about my daughter’s return more than her mother and me. My colleague Eddie Tubberville has secured a detective who will spare no expense or effort to find Yasmine.”

“Tubberville?” Jarrar entered the air-conditioned terminal and, waving away a solicitous airport employee, shoved open the door of the lounge. “Is not this the man whose stupid daughter lost Yasmine in the first place?”

“Do not be so quick to disparage him. Tubberville knows the value of a daughter.”

Finding the lounge empty, Jarrar covered the phone with a hand. “Feroz, leave my briefcase on that table and deal with the rest of the luggage.” After Feroz had left the room, Jarrar went back to Patel. “I must meet this detective. Make sure he understands the confidential nature of our situation.” He paused, considering how his words must sound. “I am very concerned for Yasmine’s reputation. And yours.”

“I assure you,” Patel said quietly, “no one appreciates my honor more than me.”

With that Jarrar had to be satisfied.
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The airport was buzzing with activity, and out of habit, Matt kept his eyes peeled as he headed across the central lobby. You never knew when you might see something — or somebody —important.

“So when did you decide you wanted to be a private eye?” Natalie trotted behind him, her sandals making slapping noises against her heels.

Like little gun shots. Pow! Take that, Hogan, right between the eyes.

Matt got on the down escalator and looked over his shoulder. “It wasn’t a conscious decision. I just kind of wandered into it.” All morning she’d been lobbing questions at him. He felt like an interviewee on Larry King Live.

She caught up to him, despite his best efforts to leave her behind. “Didn’t you read the Hardy Boys when you were a kid?”

“Not voluntarily.”

“You don’t like to read?” She sounded like he’d just told her he ate locusts and honey for breakfast.

“I don’t get the point of fiction.”

“Wow.” There was a moment’s blessed silence while she digested his illiteracy. “How do you ‘wander’ into a career like private investigations? I studied for four years and still don’t know everything there is to know.”

He shrugged. “The idea never occurred to me until I’d already graduated from Northern Illinois with a business degree.” He caught her elbow as she stumbled off the escalator. “I had no idea what I wanted to do, so I followed one of my girlfriends here to Memphis. She’s a journalist, works for the Commercial Appeal as a food reporter.”

“Girlfriend? Are you still dating?”

He shook his head. “We split after a couple of months. But I liked the warm weather down here, so I stayed.”

“But I thought — Daddy said your agency used to be based out of Chicago.”

“It was. Anyway, I spent a lot of time hanging out with newspaper people. They introduced me to one of their sources, a detective named Sonny Johnson. You sure you want to hear all this?”

“I like to know what makes people tick.” She gave him a sunny smile. “Especially when they’re surly.”

“I’m not surly!” He squinted at her. “Whatever that means.”

“Perpetual bad mood. You’ve hardly cracked a smile since we left your office.”

“Don’t you think I’ve had reason to be a little ticked? Getting my business hijacked right out from under my nose?” They reached baggage claim. “Is this the last place you saw Ms. Patel?”

“I told you, I watched her get in a van parked outside.” She huffed. “How is it my fault you sold your agency to my dad?”

Matt veered toward the exit. “It may not be your fault, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. The whole reason I’m in this mess is because for once in my life I tried to do what God told me to do. Looks like there should’ve been some kind of reward. Instead I get kicked in the teeth.”

Natalie looked up at him, nose scrunched. “There’s nothing in the Bible that says God doles out rewards like a gumball machine. Sometimes you don’t see the reason for things until years later. Sometimes not at all. Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

“That’s another long story.” The automatic doors opened and they walked outside. Lord save him from nosy women. “You wanted to know how I got from Memphis to Chicago and back. So anyway, I needed a job, and Sonny gave me a couple of computer-investigation projects. He saw I had a knack for it and taught me some tricks of the trade. I liked it enough to go into business with him. Then my dad had a heart attack.”

“Whoa. I’m sorry to hear that.” Natalie’s animated expression softened.

“Yeah. Well, I went home to help my mom out. After Dad recovered, my sister talked me into staying. I was still pretty much a Good-Time Charlie at that point, and Chicago’s got a busy nightlife. Lots of business for a PI, if you know what I mean.” He shrugged. “I opened my own agency and stayed there for a while until I took a case in Alabama.”

“You mean Judge Kincade? That was all over the news last summer.”

Matt nodded. “It was the beginning of the end — both for my client and me. I backed the wrong horse and wound up getting stiffed.”

“But you met the Lord because of it. Aren’t you glad about that?”

“Sure, I — I guess so. Of course I am.” Matt squirmed. “Is this where you were standing? Where was the van parked?”

She pointed. “Down there. Northwest passenger pickup.”

“Okay, come on.” Matt approached a broadly built skycap notable for a shock of gray hair — J.T., according to his nametag. “’Morning, sir. Could I ask you a couple of questions?”

“Happy to,” the skycap boomed. “What can I do you for?”

Natalie smiled. “We need help finding someone who disappeared from the airport yesterday just before six o’clock.”

The skycap frowned. “A child?”

“No, a woman — a young lady about my age.”

 Matt reached into the pocket of his jacket and handed a three-by-five photo of Yasmine to the skycap. “This is the girl we’re looking for. She’s Pakistani, small and dark, dressed in one of those gauzy tunic-and-pants outfits — lime green. She arrived on a flight through Amsterdam, and Natalie here sent her to pick up her luggage while she went for coffee.” A completely female and ridiculous thing to do, in his opinion. “Were you working yesterday?”

“Yeah, but this is a busy airport.” J.T. spread his beefy hands. “No tellin’ how many Middle Eastern women came through those doors. I can’t watch ’em all the time.”

“How about the van she got into?” Natalie was all but bouncing on her toes. “It was white with some kind of lightning logo on the side — an electrical company maybe? — parked in front of baggage claim.”

J.T. tapped his chin. “We had some trouble with the carousels yesterday. There were a couple of guys from Mojo Electric here working on them.”

Natalie lit up. “That’s it! That’s the logo I saw. Come on, Matt.” She grabbed his arm.

Matt shook hands with the skycap. “Thanks, man. You may have saved a woman’s life.”

“Glad to help.”

On the way back across the parking lot, Natalie tugged Matt’s sleeve. “Where’d you get Yasmine’s photo?”

“Your dad emailed it to me last night.”

“Last night? Then you were planning to take the case all along!”

“No, I wasn’t. But I save everything. Learned the hard way.”

She gave a small, indignant huff. “Daddy could’ve given me her picture before he sent me to pick her up.”

“Baby, nobody said life is fair,” Matt said callously. “Get used to it.”

“Oh, trust me, I’m used to it. But that’s the kind of thing you need to teach me.”

“You just learned, right? You’ll never forget. Always take a picture with you if you have one.”

“Got it,” she muttered, tucking the photo into her purse. “Oh, and unless you want a karate chop to the throat, please don’t call me ‘baby’ again.”

[image: na2]
Natalie paid for Happy Meals at the Golden Arches. She shouldn’t have made the karate chop remark. Nick, the little twerp, told her regularly that her teasing had all the subtlety of Miss Piggy on a tear. She noisily sucked the last of her milkshake down as Matt drove his neat black Volvo to an industrial area in central Memphis. He probably had no idea how chauvinistic he sounded.

She looked out the window, where a row of recently remodeled office-warehouses lined a set of railroad tracks. Trees were scarce and the pavement was crumbly, but the area had a generally hopeful appearance. At least the whitewash on the doorframes was fresh.

Matt parked beside a truck in front of a building emblazoned with the “Mojo Electric” lightning bolt. “Okay, Nancy Drew,” he said as Natalie started to get out. “I’m taking the lead.”

She sighed. Too bad a karate chop was out of the question.

Slinging the strap of her saddlebag purse over her shoulder, she followed Matt to the office door. She’d left the little spangled wrist-bag at home, since it wasn’t big enough to hold a PDA. Pretty soon she was going to have to start carrying a feather-edged tote like Grandma Tubberville.

Matt held the glass door for Natalie to walk through. At least he was a gentlemanly chauvinist.

“Depending on what we find here,” he said, “we split up. Divide and conquer.”

“Split up?” She halted inside the tiny foyer. “I can’t learn from you if I’m not with you. Besides, my Investigative Techniques professor said you should always have one person conduct the interview, and another to take notes.”

“I’ve never had that luxury, so I make a point of remembering what people tell me. Then I write it down when I get back to the car.”

“I’m sure you’ve got a fabulous memory, but what if you have to talk to somebody for more than a few minutes? It’s important for court records to have detailed notes. Besides, your partner can observe clues in a room, note body language, all kinds of stuff you can’t do if you’re by yourself.”

Matt looked at her for a moment, frowning. “Guess you have a point. I’m always torn between starting at the last place the person was seen, or with family members who know them. You know, letting the trail get cold versus ascertaining their probable moves.”

Natalie’s mouth fell open. That had almost sounded like a compliment. “I printed out a list of questions. If you’ll take the short version and conduct the interview, I’ll take notes. Goodness knows I’m used to clerking.” She hesitated. “Then when we finish here we could go see Yasmine’s family.”

“Your dad says Yasmine’s parents are still in Karachi. They hadn’t planned to come over until a couple of weeks before the wedding. Now that she’s disappeared, her father’s gone postal. The Patels will fly in tomorrow.”

“That eliminates an interview with them, then — at least for today. What about her fiancé and his family?”

“I get the feeling they know facts about her, like we do. But not so much personally. Yasmine and Haq were hooked up by their parents long-distance.”

Natalie made a face. “How could you marry a guy you never met before? What if he was a dork? What if he turned out to be a wife-beater?”

“You know what? I bet there are a lot of American women who marry men like that, guys who’ve deliberately hidden things. Seeing people socially doesn’t let you into all their secrets.”

She gave him a speculative look. “I suppose so. What secrets are you hiding?”

“If we ever see each other socially, I’ll let you know.” He looked amused. “Come on, let’s see what gives with these Mojo guys.”

Natalie followed Matt into the barren little office and looked around. As expected, wires of every conceivable thickness, length, and color hung on the corkboard walls. A woman of indeterminate age with brassy yellow hair sat reading a travel brochure behind a counter. She looked up when the door opened.

“Read the sign,” she said in a raspy smoker’s voice. “No solicitors allowed.”

“We’re not soliciting.” Natalie sailed up to the counter. “We just want to talk to the two guys who were fixing luggage carousels at the airport yesterday.”

Matt stepped in front of her. “That’s right. Do you know where we could find them?”

Second banana wasn’t Natalie’s favorite gig, but she moved to the background.

The yellow-haired lady leaned around Matt to look at Natalie. “They’re out on a job.”

Top Banana moved aside with an ironic hand gesture. Natalie grinned at the lady. “Can you give us an address?”

“Maybe. Did Joey win the lottery again? He’s the luckiest goober I’ve ever seen.”

“I don’t know anything about the lottery.” Natalie smothered a laugh. “We think these two guys gave a friend of ours a ride from the airport. She — the friend — has disappeared.”

“My stars, those two just can’t leave the ladies alone. If it ain’t stopping at Hooters between jobs, it’s picking up strange women at the airport.”

“You mean they’ve done this before?”

“Done what?”

“Picked up women.” Natalie felt like she was in an Abbot and Costello sketch. “Where would they take her?”

“Take who?”

Matt, lips quirked, cut Natalie a look. “May I?” When she shrugged, he leaned on the counter and gave Yellow Hair his charming smile. “Let’s start over. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“Peaches.”

“Okay, Peaches. Here’s the deal. Joey and his buddy — wait, what are their full names?”

“Joey Roberts and Leland Stafford.”

“Right. Roberts and Stafford. They took the daughter of a business associate away from the airport after she’d been met by my lovely — uh, partner here.” He ignored Natalie’s frown. “If you’ll tell us where we can find these two guys, we’d like to ask them a few questions.”

“Are they in trouble? ’Cause if they are, I’m not saying a word. Joey ain’t got the sense to come in out of the rain, but he’s a sweet guy. And Leland’s our best technician. We can’t afford to lose him.”

Matt shook his head. “We’re not the law, we’re just trying to find Yasmine.”

Peaches looked at Natalie. “You swear?”

She nodded. “Promise.”

“Okay. Well, there’s a little pool hall off Airways, over by the airport. They like to hang out there after work. It’s called Porky’s.”

“Porky’s?” Matt frowned. “Is that next to Fred’s Dollar Store at the Winchester intersection?”

“That’s it. You know the place?”

“I’ve heard of it.” Matt glanced at Natalie. “Thanks, Peaches. We’ve got to be going.”

“Guess you heard about the little dust-up down there last year. It was in the paper. Place almost burned down. If the cops hadn’t of raided — ”

“Hey, look at the time.” Matt grabbed Natalie’s arm and peered at her wristwatch. “We have another appointment. Will you give my card to Joey and Leland if we miss them?”

“A raid?” Natalie dug in her heels as Matt towed her toward the door. “I wanted to hear about the fire.”

“What’s the big deal? We gotta go. Besides, Peaches is busy.”

Natalie looked over her shoulder. The woman already had her nose buried in a Star magazine. In the parking lot, Natalie yanked her elbow out of Matt’s grasp. “You are certifiable, you know that? How’re we going to learn anything if you decide to leave just when the conversation gets interesting?”

Matt looked harassed. “Alright. Whatever. You go talk to Yasmine’s future in-laws, and I’ll interview the two Good Samaritans.”

“We decided not to split up.”

“That was before I knew you were going to be such a — ” He raised a hand before she could protest. “Alright. Let’s go. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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