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Al Giraud, Private Investigator, was sitting in the bar of the Ritz-Carlton, Laguna Niguel, eating miniature pretzels and drinking a Samuel Adams dark ale, contemplating life and the fact that he couldn’t have a cigarette while waiting for the always late woman in his life.

It had been nine months since he had last smoked. Enough time to give birth to a pack of Camels, he thought, resignedly crunching down another pretzel. That was Marla for you. How come he’d let this woman have so much influence on his life? He glanced down at his old, faded jeans, short-sleeved plaid shirt, scuffed boots and the ancient snakeskin belt with the rearing mustang silver buckle, bought decades ago in his hometown of New Orleans. Then he grinned. At least she hadn’t yet managed to change his style.

Al had become a P.I. the hard way. The easier way would have been to become a criminal.

He was raised by his mother in one of the poorer parts of town, along with her five other boys. Somehow she managed to keep them out of trouble, though later he wondered how. It would have been easy for him to drift over to the other side into a criminal way of life. “The easy life,” his friends called it temptingly. He’d had a few scrapes with the law, hung in there, though, and finished high school, got a job immediately to help with the family’s finances. Then one of his brothers was killed in a drive-by shooting. Al’s sorrow and rage was such he wanted to go right out and kill the guy who’d done it, he wanted revenge so bad it hurt. His mom talked him out of it. “Two wrongs don’t make anything right, son,” she had told him through her tears. “Just get out there and try to do some good.”

The only way Al could figure out how to do good was either to become a minister or a cop. He was definitely more suited for the cop role. He was street-smart, athletic, ambitious and angry, with knee-jerk responses. He made his way up through the ranks to homicide detective, married, divorced.

The day came when Al had finally had enough of the cop’s life: the hours, the harshness, constantly seeing the seedy side with its tragedies and traumas. He took early retirement, packed his meager possessions in a small duffel bag, kissed his beloved mother good-bye, threw a raucous farewell party for his three remaining brothers and their wives and departed for L.A. “The land of opportunity.”

He had set himself up in a second-floor office on Sunset, with a glass door embossed with his name in gold and the words PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR—with ALL WORK CONFIDENTIAL in small print underneath. Purple bougainvillea trailed over the balcony, the busy traffic zoomed by on Sunset along with a constant parade of folk: smart businessmen, transients, hookers, record execs, dudes and gorgeous California girls. Enough to keep his mind off work, certainly.

He made contacts in the LAPD, in the District Attorney’s Office, in a couple of the legal firms, and work began to trickle his way. Divorces, fraud, embezzlement. Women who wanted to know what their husbands were up to. And men who wanted to know if they were being followed, and who was trying to kill them. Then he hit the big time with the case of a prominent man accused of attempting to murder his wife. Al was able to prove that the timing was impossible and the guy got off. Suddenly, he found himself in demand.

The work was risky, often dangerous, but he was from the streets, he’d mingled with guys like this since he was a kid. Until his brother’s murder he had called them his “friends.” Now he was definitely on the side of right.

Al worked hard for his clients. Some were guilty, some not: he just did his job and presented the evidence.

He lived alone in a small house in the Hollywood Hills—that is when he wasn’t in situ at her Wilshire Boulevard apartment with his lady love, Marla Cwitowitz—blond, thirties, stylish, sexy, good-looking and, although she looked like a movie actress, a professor of law at Pepperdine.

They had met at a grand Hollywood party given to celebrate the not guilty verdict in the trial of a prominent actor accused of strangling his ex-girlfriend. Al had traced the actor’s past as well as the girlfriend’s. Just to be sure. Dogged as Sherlock Holmes, he had visited their hometowns, gotten the scoop on them, found a stepfather accused of abusing the woman as a child. He had also found evidence that the stepfather was in L.A. the night of the killing—and witnesses who said that he was insanely jealous.

The defense took over from there and made mincemeat of the prosecution, casting full doubt on the stepfather. There was no way a jury could convict the actor with such testimony.

Al was by way of being the star of this party. For the occasion he wore a jacket along with his frayed jeans and plaid shirt, but he was uncomfortable in the marble halls of Hollywood filmdom.

He was standing by the window looking out at the floodlit fountains and elaborate terraced gardens, nursing his second good whiskey and wondering how soon he could leave when a velvety voice from behind him said, “Hello, Al Giraud.”

He turned and looked at one of the loveliest women he had ever seen.

“I’ve been waiting to be introduced, but no luck, so I’m introducing myself. Marla Cwitowitz. Professor of law at Pepperdine, ex-DA—and a great admirer of yours.”

She was wearing red. Short, strappy, low-cut and sexy—and if he wasn’t mistaken, expensive. Her golden-blond hair tipped her shoulder blades, flipping up gently as she put her head on one side, looking at him with laughing gray-green eyes. And her mouth was amazing, full with a cushiony underlip.

“So? Do I pass muster?”

He realized he was staring. “Excuse me, you took me by surprise.” He held out his hand and she took it in both of hers. “As you did me,” she murmured.

They had gotten along famously from that moment—when they weren’t fighting that is, and when she wasn’t bugging him about becoming his partner. The idea of Marla as a detective was laughable. No one would ever take her seriously. She was too gorgeous—and from the other side of the tracks. A wealthy family, top schools, clever. Definitely not from the streets. Except she had been a DA for a couple of years, and you didn’t do that in L.A. without seeing life at its rawest. Still, Al wanted to keep her away from all that.

“What the hell d’ya see in me? An uneducated bum, an excop, a two-bit P.I.? A lovely woman like you?” he had asked her, the first time he made love to her.

Marla sighed, looking thoughtfully at him. Al Giraud’s face was all angles and planes: razor-sharp cheekbones, beetling black brows over deep-set piercing blue eyes, a pugnacious jaw. He looked like a cartoon detective. Put a fedora on him and a necktie—he was Dick Tracy. In the plaid shirt and jeans, he should be propping up a cheap bar. In a suit, he could be running for office.

A chameleon of a man, Marla had thought, interested in the dichotomy. “Excitement,” she whispered, kissing his ear. “You’re different. At the opposite extreme of what I do. My realm is clinical. Yours is hands-on. I like that contrast and I want to help you.”

“Help me?” He was astonished.

“You know, to solve cases. I think I would be quite good at it.”

He’d stared suspiciously at her. “Marla, you want a job, there are easier ways than sleeping with a guy.”

She smiled. “Besides,” she whispered, nibbling at his mouth, “you’re so much fun in bed.…”

At that moment, as far as he was concerned, Marla could have had any job she wanted.
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In the Ritz bar at Laguna Niguel, Al looked with the keen eye of an ex-cop at the guy at the table opposite, reading the sports page of the L.A. Times and sipping a Bloody Mary. He envied him the celery stalk; his stomach was growling already and he was fed up with the pretzels. Why did Marla always have to be late? They had planned an early dinner.

The guy glanced toward the entrance, then at his watch, then went back to reading the newspaper. Obviously he too was waiting for someone.

Al bet it was a woman. Who else would be this late? Taking a gulp of the Samuel Adams, he noted the conservative gray business suit, good white shirt, understated blue silk tie. The shoes were well polished, crisp brown hair neatly combed, face recently shaven. A nice-looking fella, waiting for whom? He wore a wedding band. But he didn’t look like a man waiting for his wife … he wasn’t pissed-off enough. It had to be a girlfriend.

Passing the time, Al laid bets on what she would look like. Tall, dark, sexy? A petite California blonde, body-buffed and casual? A long-legged redhead? An Asian beauty?

He had just settled on the Asian beauty when he spotted Marla heading toward him. Every head in the bar turned as she walked past and he heaved a sigh of pleasure.

Marla too could be any woman she wanted. “A mistress of disguise,” Giraud called her, with that sardonic grin that sometimes made her want to punch him.

From her immigrant parents, Marla had inherited the broad Slavic bones that cast elegant shadows on her cheeks, and the heavy blond hair that grew smoothly back from a widow’s peak. Part Grace Kelly, part Madonna, she was a role-player par excellence: the prim law professor in a dark suit—skirt not too short, gold necklace, modest-heel pumps. The California girl in Lycra and sneakers, working out. The society dame, elegant in a beaded lace gown; the party girl in the briefest Versace. And in the bedroom—she was anyone she chose to be. The only role Marla couldn’t play was that of a nondescript person. No matter how she dressed down in sweats and sneakers, hair pulled back, no makeup, there was still something about Marla that turned heads.

“It’s the way you walk,” Al told her resignedly. “Somehow, you can never get that twitch out of your tail. Also, you can’t resist flirting.”

It was true and Marla knew it. Flirting was a way of life, her favorite pastime, something she couldn’t resist. It lightened her serious day, made her smile.

Al went to buss her cheek, but Marla was having none of it. She clasped her arms around his neck and brought her mouth up to his in a lingering kiss.

“Hi, darling,” she said, still only an inch from his lips. Her greenish-gray eyes were smiling and she had the look of a mischievous cat playing a game.

“You know how I hate a public spectacle.” He removed himself from her arms, waiting politely while she took a seat.

Marla heaved a gusty sigh that sent her bosom in the low-cut silk shirt atremble.

“No one would ever know you’re such a glorious madman in bed.” She took a sip of his ale and picked daintily at a pretzel.

“It’s not for anyone else to know.” He was laughing with her now.

“Good, I’m glad to hear it. Otherwise I might suspect you of having other women.”

He leaned closer, kissed her ear. “Marla Cwitowitz, there are no other women. I wouldn’t have the time for them, to say nothing of the stamina. Remember, I’m a forty-five-year-old guy.…”

“In your prime, Giraud,” she said firmly, but Al’s gaze had traveled over her left shoulder. She swung around to see who he was looking at.

The young woman was tall with long, straight blond hair, a California tan, attractive in a cream silk skirt and jacket and high-heeled gold sandals. She was carrying a portfolio under her arm, and she was shaking hands with the man at the table opposite. She was not wearing a wedding band but a gold snake ring embossed with diamonds and with a large diamond eye coiled around the third finger of her right hand. It looked expensive and Al wondered briefly how she could afford it.

“Giraud, why do you always go for the blondes?” Marla complained. His eyes were still fixed on the couple.

“Just curious, that’s all. I was laying bets on who he was waiting for; his wife, or a girlfriend.”

“So? Did you win?”

Al’s dark blue eyes moved back to her and he grinned. “I hedged my bet.”

“Don’t you always?”

He was laughing as he signaled the waiter and ordered a vodka martini for her.

“And bring some more of the pretzels, would you please?” Marla added, taking the last one from the silver dish. “Did you also guess her profession?” She licked the crumbs off her lips.

“You shouldn’t do that in public. It’s obscene.” She grinned at him, delighted. “And to think I never knew. Anyhow, she’s in real estate.”

“How did you deduce that, Miss P.I.?”

“The portfolio, the handshake—first time they’ve met, I’ll bet. Plus the California estate agent ‘look.’ Part casual, part business—the happy medium. I’ll bet she’s showing him pictures of houses right this minute.”

The martini came and she took a sip, rolling her magnificent eyes, shuddering with delight. “You should bring me here more often, I like it.” She glanced around at the sumptuous furnishings, the marble floors, the Oriental rugs, the view of the ocean. “I think I could live here.”

“I couldn’t afford it.”

“With me as your partner, soon you’ll be able to.”

“The businesswoman.” He snorted with laughter. Marla was still trying to persuade him to let her become a detective.

“Don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it, Giraud. I’m taking over the business end. Your fees are going up, plus from now on you’re asking for a percentage.”

“A percentage of what, exactly?”

She grinned and took another sip of the martini. “Of anything I can get. Stick with me and you too will be driving a Mercedes.”

“Over my dead body.”

“Oh, I sincerely hope not.” She leaned across the table, took his hand in hers. “I’m crazy about you, Al Giraud,” she whispered. Her eyes were luminous as twin stars as they looked deep into his. “Take me to dinner. Then take me to bed. We’ll talk our business deal there.” She cocked her head to one side, not taking her eyes off him.

Giraud took a deep breath to steady his racing pulse. “Finish the martini and let’s go.”

On their way out they glanced curiously at the couple at the next table. The blonde was talking animatedly, waving her arms around, while the man studied the sheets with pictures and details of homes for sale spread across the table.

“Hideous ring,” Marla commented. “But did I guess right?” She held up her hand and Al gave her five. “Right on, baby. Now, first things first. Let’s eat.”
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Steve Mallard must have been the only man in the bar who didn’t turn to look as Marla made her exit. He was too busy looking at pictures of prospective houses and listening to Laurie Martin’s spiel as she extolled the virtues of each one of them.

Steve was depressed. He was thirty-nine years old and had worked for a southern California electronics company for seven years. Now they had relocated him from L.A. to San Diego. He was staying in a hotel and missing Vickie, his wife, and his two young daughters, who were remaining at their home in the suburban San Fernando Valley until school was out—and until he found a suitable house. A task at which he wasn’t having much success.

Laurie Martin was his latest hope. He had seen her ad in a local newspaper with a picture of a house that looked like a possibility, in the right price range, with a distant view of the sea, and a few miles away from San Diego in the little seaside town of Laguna. He liked it there. He liked the oceanfront walk, the crashing surf on the rocks, the clean beaches, the tree-lined streets and small-town air of refinement. It would be a good place for his girls. He ran his hands through his brownish hair wearily. If he could only find somewhere, that is. Money was an important consideration and Laguna had expensive real estate.

Laurie Martin studied her weary client from behind her rosetinted sunglasses. He was attractive, nice brown eyes, not too tall, and thin. She couldn’t stand men with paunches and love handles. She pushed a drift of pale blond hair from her eyes and smiled at him, the kind of smile that lit up her triangular little-cat face.

Transforming her, Steve thought, suddenly realizing he was looking at a pretty woman. “I’m sorry,” he said repentently, “I’m so busy worrying about houses, I forgot to ask if you would like a drink.”

She pushed the rose-colored glasses up into her hair, fluffing out her blond bangs with her French-manicured fingertips. “Well, it has been a long—and tiresome—day.” She glanced at her watch. “If you’re sure you have time …?”

“Oh, I’m sure. As I told you, I’m here all alone.”

“Well then, a martini would be nice.” As he signaled the waiter, Laurie thought that this would be an easy sale. A piece of cake, and she might just have the right house … the only trouble was the price.…
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A week later, Marla was driving back from a brief sojourn at Rancho La Puerta, a spa in Tecate, Mexico, that she visited every now and again “to regain her inner balance,” she told Al.

Actually, what she did was hike to the top of Mount Kuchumaa in the early morning before the Baja heat struck its blow. There she would sit, in the lotus position, eyes open to the beauty of the sunlit chaparral, her head cleared of all extraneous thoughts, breathing deeply of the clean air and the peace. After an hour, she would hike back down again, jog through the grounds and dive into one of the swimming pools.

That was it. Her activities for the day were over. Not for her the aerobics dance class, aquacize, circuit training, super-cross-training or water volleyball. A salad of greens with herbs picked fresh from the garden for lunch. A nap. A laze in a hammock with a book, perhaps late-afternoon yoga. Then—her special treat—a full-body massage that left her feeling limp as a sleepy kitten, ready only for supper and bed—perchance to dream of Al Giraud.

Anyhow, after three days she was up and rarin’ to go. Ready to take on Al and whatever he might offer.

She grinned as she swung the big silver Mercedes S500 through the border crossing near Tijuana. They were to meet at the Hotel La Valencia, in La Jolla, where they would spend the night. She couldn’t wait to see him.

This time, though, it was Al who was late. Marla checked in, unpacked, took a shower and paced out onto the balcony. She was just wondering where the hell he could be when the phone rang.

“Where are you, you louse?” she asked, without bothering to greet him.

“It’s like this, Marla. I’m here at the track at Del Mar with some of the guys. Had a couple of winners, you know how it is, we just had to catch the last race.…”

“Hmmm.” Her foot in its red suede slingback tapped a staccato rhythm of annoyance. “So you stood me up for a horse, Giraud.”

“Never. Anyhow, it was a mare, a gray, and she came in at ten to one.”

“Good thing she did because this is gonna cost you.”

“Sweetheart, name your price. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

“I’ll be out on the terrace, having a drink.”

Damn it, she had driven all the way from Tecate and gotten there on time. But Al was a man who loved the ponies. She sighed, she guessed you took the good along with the bad. But an hour and a half late? She’d kill him when she got her hands on him.

She was sitting on the terrace sipping a vodka martini when she saw the guy and the blond real estate agent again. They were sitting a couple of tables away, just like before, only this time it was obvious they knew each other better.

Marla sipped the icy-cold martini, taking them in over the top of the glass. The blonde had no taste but her outfit was expensive, a different league from her office suit of last time. Bright blue lace, skirt too short and showing a lot of—quite good—leg.

A little too tight, a touch too obvious. But the guy seemed to like it alright, he hadn’t taken his eyes off her. And she’d bet they weren’t talking business. No pictures of houses on the table this time, just a couple of flutes of champagne. She wondered whether he had bought a house from her and this was the celebration. If so, he didn’t look like a happy camper. Probably thinking about the size of his new mortgage.

She smiled as she saw Al striding toward her. “Loping” was a better description. He had this shambling cowboy kind of walk, sexy as hell. It was the first thing she had noticed about him at that party. That and his lean, hard body and his total indifference to the Hollywood glitz scene going on around him. Ah, she had thought, a man of integrity. Here in Babylon. How intriguing. She went weak at the knees now, just looking at him.

Marla was wearing white to set off her newly acquired Tecate tan: an ankle-length silk jersey skirt slit to the thigh, and a tiny white chiffon top embroidered with pale green butterflies. It clung to her narrow waist and nestled on her round breasts, delicate as a breeze. Al thought she looked sensational and he regretted being late. Except he would enjoy getting her going … he liked to see her eyes flash when she was angry. Like now.

“Bastard,” she said by way of greeting.

He lifted a shoulder, grinning at her. “Got it in one, sweetheart. Though my mother wouldn’t thank you for that description.”

She raised her face to be kissed. “I’ve not met your mother.”

“A pleasure yet to come.”

She glanced curiously at him. “Are you joking? Or did you really mean that?”

“I meant it. My mom is one of a kind. Brought up six boys single-handed, and somehow instilled moral values into us all—though I admit, with me it was chancy.”

“A guy who loves his mom.” She squeezed his hand affectionately. “No wonder I love you.”

“Love? I thought it was sexual chemistry between us?” She lifted his hand to her mouth and bit hard. He laughed. “Ouch. Okay, okay, I didn’t mean it.”

“So tell me, Mr. Private Eye, is it sex or just plain business between our real estate tycoon and the poor sap who looks as though he’s just realizing he’s paid too much for a house?”

Al glanced at the couple at the nearby table. “Are they following us?” he asked, surprised.

“They’re probably wondering the same thing about us. Perhaps we should say hello. I feel as though I already know them.”

Al stared thoughtfully at them. They were oblivious to anyone else, lost in their own conversation. Or rather her conversation. The woman was animated as all get out, smiling, arms waving, crossing and recrossing her—quite good—legs. “Nah. She’s putting on quite a show for him. Doesn’t need us.”

“Think he’s interested?”

“I wouldn’t bet on it. The guy looks as though he’s just swallowed a dose of castor oil instead of a mouthful of champagne.”

“Castor oil?” She looked mystified and he laughed.

“One of Mom’s old-fashioned remedies for all that ails you. She used it frequently on us when we were kids.”

“I don’t even want to think about it.” Marla shuddered. “More important, where are you taking me for dinner? And before you answer, remember, I told you that tonight would cost you.”

Al took a wad of winners’ greenbacks from his pocket, flicking through them with his thumb. “Only the best for my girl tonight.”

“The best is a full partnership.”

“Are you kidding?” He was laughing as they wandered back down the terrace, leaving the real estate couple to mull over the too-expensive house they felt sure he had just bought.
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They were both wrong. Steve Mallard had not bought a house. Laurie had shown him a dozen but none of them had worked out. He’d had a business meeting that afternoon that had run late and had decided the drive home to L.A. through the weekend traffic just wasn’t worth it. On the spur of the moment he’d called Laurie and asked her to have dinner with him after househunting. It wasn’t the first time they had dined together. He always looked at houses in the evenings after work and somehow falling into a café for a meal was better with company than without. Besides, she was an attractive woman.

He had shown her photos of his children and Laurie had said how pretty they were. And she had showed him a picture of her dog—a little black mutt wearing a red bandanna, one ear up, one ear drooping.

“His name is Clyde.” She smiled fondly at the picture. “And he’s a true rascal. I just love him to pieces.”

“What a nice couple we make. We both love kids and dogs.”

She was quick to laugh with him. She hadn’t yet nailed this sale but she would. And maybe the guy as well. Her eyes smiled into his as she lifted the champagne flute. “To the wonderful house I just know I’m going to find for you.” She clinked her glass to his. “And to more evenings like this.” She smiled slyly at his surprise. “I just meant it’s so nice to have a rapport with a client. It’s rare, I can assure you. And I can also tell you I don’t have dinner with everyone I show a house to.”

He laughed too. “Then thanks, Laurie, for saving me from yet another lonesome evening.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

She put her elbows on the table, leaning close to him. Steve couldn’t help noticing the curve of her breasts where the blue lace fell so seductively away. He thought Laurie Martin was an intriguing combination: sometimes so demure and professional, and sometimes so downright sexy it gave him a jolt. Her eyes burned with a kind of restless energy when she looked at him.

“Better luck next time,” he said hopefully.

“Trust me, Steve. I won’t let you down.”

She stared meaningfully at him and Steve felt himself grow hot. He thought of his wife, probably dining with the kids at Burger King right this minute. Somehow, Vickie seemed a long way away.
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