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“Mom, promise me you
won’t get mad. ..”

“"Charley. whenever you say that, |
automatically ready myself to get
angry. What's going on?” Abby asked
as she followed her daughter into the
restaurant.

“Well... Lauren’s dad is sort of
divorced and he’s coming tonight Just
to meet you. He sort of thinks it's a
blind date.”

“Remind me when we get home
tonight that you’re sort of grounded.”
Abby said through cienched teeth.

Then she looked over to the table
where Lauren and her dad waited. Abby
fought an overwhelming urge to turn
and run. Sitting next to Lauren,
looking stern and formidable, was the
man who had tried to put her in jall just
the other night — the Honorable Judge
Eldridge Stewart.
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Chapter One

ﬁ bby Jones jumped out of the car at the red

light and slammed the door. “Creep,” she
muttered beneath her breath, shoving a strand of the
blond wig out of her eyes.

This was the last time, the very last time she let
her daughter fix her up on a blind date. Charlene was
a devoted, wonderful daughter, but as a
matchmaker, the fourteen-year-old definitely missed
her mark.

I'll ground her for a week, Abby thought,
unable to believe her daughter had managed to talk
her into going out with Walter Simmons, the man
she’d just escaped from at the stoplight. It was easy
to understand why Walter was so successful as a
member of the wind section of the Baldwin
Phitharmonic Orchestra. The man was full of hot arr.
Worse than that, they’d attended a charity costume
party. Walt had come dressed as a vampire, then had
spent the rest of the evening trying to suck on her
neck. .

I'll ground her for a month, she amended,
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* Silhouette *

looking around to get her bearings. Spying a phone
booth on the next corner, she dug in the bottom of
her purse to find a quarter. At least she’d chosen to
jump ship at a place where a phone was nearby. Now
all she had to do was call one of her friends to come
and get her.

She went into the phone booth, deposited her
money and quickly punched in seven numbers. As she
waited for the connection to go through, her gaze
swept up and down the street. Of all the places in
town, why had she picked this particular seedy
intersection to say au revoir to her date? She smiled
wryly. Because it was at this particular intersection
that Walt had transformed himself form a vampire to
a wolf, pawing and groping at her with what seemed
to be eight hands. She shuddered at the memory of
his clammy touch and hot breath.

As she looked once again out the booth
windows, she suppressed another shudder. Baldwin,
Indiana was a nice city, but like all mid-size cities
there were areas where sane, normal people didn’t
venture after dark. And this was definitely one of
those areas.

“Come on, come on,” she muttered
impatiently, hoping her sister was home to receive
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the call. After several unanswered rings, she hung
up, and punched in seven new numbers. Surely one
of her friends would be home on a Saturday night.

She hung up the telephone, realizing her friend
Kathy apparently wasn’t home, either.

For the third time she dropped in her quarter,
irritably punching in another set of numbers. She
whirled around as the door of the booth flew open.
She sighed in relief as she came face-to-face with a
young police officer.

“Okay, sweetheart, hang up the phone. That’s
one date you won't be keeping.”

“I beg your pardon?” Abby looked at him in
confusion. )

“] said hang up the phone.” She did as he
requested, gasping in surprise as he took her arm and
pulled her out of the phone booth. “Come on, honey.
It’s roundup night. The mayor wants all you working
girls off the streets.”

“Working girls?” Abby stopped in her tracks and
stared at him, a nervous bubble of laughter escaping
her lips. “Oh no, you can’t think that I...” But, of
course he could, she thought fatalistically. Here she
stood before him, clad in a frowsy blond wig, a black

leather miniskirt, metallic strapless blouse.
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It had been Charlene’s idea that she dress up like
a punk rocker. I'll ground her for a year, Abby
decided. “look,” she began, giving the officer a
hesitant smile. “ This is all a terrible
misunderstanding. I'm not a... a... hooker. I've
been to a costume party and I had a fight with my
date —” She broke off at the officer’s look of
disbelief. “Really, this is a]l\Q horrible mistake. ”

Abby pulled her arm away from his grasp.
“Please, listen to me. . . this is a misunderstanding. ”

The officer sighed wearily. “Lady, just get in
the wagon before I lose my patience and add resisting
arrest to your charges. You can discuss this
‘misunderstanding’ with the judge.”

“This is a nightmare, ” she breathed aloud as the
back door of the wagon was slammed shut and
locked. “This can’t be happening. ”

“First bust?” Abby looked at the young woman
next to her. Actually, she was little more than a
teenager, but her eyes looked old, world-weary.
“First bust?” she repeated.

“Yes. .. mean. .. no...I mean this is all a big
mistake. ” Abby flushed. “You see, I was on my way
home from a costume party, a charity affair for the
Philharmonic. My date was a real creep so I got out
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of his car and was making a phone call when the
policeman just assumed...” She looked at all the
women. “It was all just a crazy mistake.”

“I know what you mean.” A red-haired woman
in a purple negligee nodded. “I was just on my way
back to the convent when those mean cops nabbed
me.” Her words brought hoots of laughter and
catcalls from the other women.

“No, you don’t understand. I'm really a
teacher,” Abby protested. “I teach high school.”

“Yeah, I'm a teacher, too,” one of the others
snickered. “But you can’t find what I teach in no
textbook.” Again the wagon filled with. raucous
laughter, and Abby decided it would be best if she
just kept her mouth shut until they got to the police
station and she could get this mess cleared up.

“Don’t worry,” the young girl next to Abby
spoke again as they were being led into the police
station. “It’s really no big deal. All they can book
most of us on is loitering or disturbing the peace. You
just plead guilty, pay the fine and you should be out
of here within a couple of hours.”

“I’m not going to plead guilty,” Abby protested
indignantly. “I’m not guilty.”

The voung girl eyed Abby with a wry grn.
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“Yeah, right, we’re all not guilty. We're just all
misunderstood. ”

There was no more time for small talk as
everyone was led into a room where forms were filled
out and fingerprints taken. After being booked, they
were locked in a holding tank where Abby did her
best not to panic.

Thankfully she was in there only a few minutes
before an officer came to let her make the phone call
she’d been requesting since the moment she’d entered
the station.

She immediately called her friend and lawyer,
Harry Meeker.

““Harry, it’s Abby,” she said in relief wnen he
answered the phone. “I have a small problem and
could use your help. I've been arrested and need you
here for legal advice.” There was a long, pregnant
pause at the other end of the line. “Harry?”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

It was nearly an hour later when Abby was once
again led out of the cell and taken to a hallway outside
the courtroom where night court was taking place.

“Oh my gawd.” Harry hurried toward her, his
pinched little face radiating amusement. “ Abby,

love, what have you done to yourself?” He reached
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up and touched one of her platinum curls. “I love the
color, but the style does nothing for you.”

Abby glared at the little man. “Cut the crap,
Harry. I've had a bad night.”

“Darling, you’ve absolutely made my night.”
Harry laughed then sobered as she shot him another
scathing glare. “My, we have had a bad night,
haven't we?”

“Harry, tonight I suffered through the blind
date from hell, thanks to my dear daughter. That
experience could only have been topped by being
arrested for prostitution and thrown into a jail cell
where I learned more about sex than I ever wanted to
ask.”

Harry grinned, started to say something, then

‘ pulled her over to a bench and sat her down. “Don’t
worry, I'll take care of this. They’re going to call
your case in just a few minutes. Tell me what
happened. ”

When she was finished he patted her hand.
“Don’t worry. I'm sure this can be worked out quite
easily. I'll just explain the situation to the judge and
chances are he’ll dismiss the whole thing.”

Abby hadn’t been in a courtroom since the day of
her divorce ten years before. That particular
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proceeding had been held in the middle of a Tuesday
afternoon and the room had been packed.

“Oh, great,” Harry murmured beneath his
breath as they slid onto a bench at the back of the
courtroom.

“What’s wrong?” Abby asked anxiously, seeing
the frown on Harry’s face.

He motioned to the judge at the front of the
courtroom. “ That’s the esteemed Judge Eldridge
Stewart. . . Stoneface Stewart, as we in the legal
system like to call him. Of course, we don’t call him
that to his face. The man has no sense of humor.”

Abby looked at the judge with interest. He
seemed relatively young to be in such an exalted
position. His dark hair was thick and just beginning
to gray at the temples. His features were finely
tooled, chiseled by a force that combined beauty with
strength. The arrogant straightness of his nose, the
firm jawline broken only by the hint of a cleft in the
chin — yes, it was a face of great character and
strength. But it was his eyes that struck her. There
was no merey in their gray depths, no compassion,
only 2 blank coldness that made a shiver race up her
spine.

“He looks mean, ” she whispered to Harry.
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Harry grimaced. “If this Qvere the Old West,
Judge Stewart would be the equivalent of a hanging
judge. He’s a hard man.”

Abby rubbed her forehead with the tip of two
fingers where a major headache was beginning to
blossom with nauseating intensity. “Just get me out
of here. I have a daughter to kill. ”

Harry laughed. “Keep in mind, if you follow
through on that particular thought, you'll end up
right back in here facing Judge Stewart.”

Abby flushed beneath his intense stare as Harry
began to tell him the circumstances of her presence in
court.

“So you see, Your Honor,” Harry concluded,
“my client is a hard-working, upstanding single
parent whose only crime is having an exceptionally
abhorrent blind date.”

This last statement made Abby glare at Harry
once again. He didn’t have to tell the judge that, for
goodness’ sake!

Those cold gray eyes stared at her long and
hard. “I suggest, Mrs. Jones, that you be more
selective in your dating habits in the future, ” he said,
his voice ringing with undisputed authority. His gaze
held hers for a moment longer. “Case dismissed.” He
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banged down the gavel, then added, “I don’t want to
see you in my courtroom again.”

“Thank godness that’s over,” she breathed in
relief as they left the courthouse. “That judge looked
at me like he’d enjoy sending me up the river for a
hundred years. ”

Harry laughed and threw an arm around her
shoulders. “Judge Stewart loocks at everyone that

way. The man has no sense of humor whatsoever. ”

“No,” Abby protested, kicking off her
highheeled shoes and sinking down into the worn,
overstuffed sofa. She was grateful to have made it
through the week. Since the night of her arrest a
week ago, her life had been the pits. It seemed as if
everything and everyone conspired to make her as
_miserable as possible. Now her daughter was joining
the conspiracy.

“Oh, come on, Mom,” Charlene urged. sitting
cross-legged on the floor at her mother’s feet. “You
promised me that one night this week we’d meet
Lauren and get pizza for supper.”

“Oh, Charley, I know [ promised, but not
tonight. ” Abby stretched her arms up over her head

and simultaneously wiggled her toes, trying to release

-10.



« Rlhouslts *

the tension from her body. “I’ve had a horrible day.
I swear, there must have been a full moon last night
because all the kids were animals today. Jacob
Warren confessed that the only reason he read Romeo
and Juliet was so he could highlight the sexy parts.”
Abby shook her head with a rueful smile. “I'm afraid
Shakespeare disappointed him.” '

“Jacob Warren is a total nerd,” Charley
pronounced with all the conviction of a fourteen-year-
old. “And if you had a really bad day, then it’s a
good night to go out to eat. You won't have to mess
with cooking, and besides, it’s already set up. We’re
supposed to meet Lauren at the Pizza Palace at seven
o’clock.

“All right,” she relented. “We’ll go tonight,
but this is the last time I want you presenting me
with plans already made.”

Charley nodded, her brown eyes shining with
excitement.

“1 think I'll go soak in a hot tub and see if I can
get relaxed before we go.” Abby stood up, ruffling
her daugher’s dark hair as she walked by.

Once in the tub, she sank into the hot, scented
- water and sighed. This past week had been the
-1t -



