Murder for the Time Being
Prologue
 Ten-year-old Cindi Grover clutched the armrest on her left with both hands as the car she huddled in swerved on two wheels and turned onto an empty street. The armrest was sticky from the heat of the day. She hated that gummy feeling, but her fingernails dug into the cracked vinyl and caught on the stuffing that poked through the cracks.
 Her mom was flung across the seat toward her as the car swerved again, but she caught herself before she mashed Cindi against the window lever.
 Putting a hand on Cindi’s arm, she leaned over and whispered. “It’s okay, honey. Mr. Barlow knows what he’s doing. He’ll get us there safely.”
 Even though Cindi knew her mom was trying to make her feel better, she could see fear in her eyes.

 Cindi’s fingers tightened on the armrest. She was scared too. Living through a real-life car chase wasn’t fun, but jumping out of this speeding car would be even worse.
 Her dad, riding in the front seat, turned around again and searched behind them. “I don’t see them, Sid. Do you think we’ve lost them?”
 Mr. Barlow gripped the steering wheel and scanned the windows of the buildings towering over them. “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” he said. “They have spies all over the city. Just keep an eye out.”
 Fear colored her father’s eyes a deep blue—she saw it when he turned them toward the back seat. His gaze never left his wife’s face, but he spoke to Cindi. “It’s all right, Cindi. It won’t be long, and we’ll be at the airport. I think you’ll like flying in an airplane.”
 Anger bubbled up inside her. She crossed her arms and snapped at him. “I don’t want to leave my friends.”
 “We’ve talked about this. We have to move. End of discussion. Now let’s think of some fun things about moving to a new place.”
 Mom sat up straight in the seat and stole a glance out the window. Her voice cracked and was almost a whisper, but she said, “We’re moving to a farm, Cindi. Who knows, we might even get a horse or two.”
 Cindi’s eyes popped wide open. “A horse? Really?” The look on Dad’s face reflected his surprise, but Cindi saw Mom shoot him a warning glance. “Yes, a horse. Would you like that, honey?”
 “Oh, Mom, Dad, can we really?”
 Her dad blew out a quick breath and said with a frown, “Maybe. We’ll see.”
 Cindi grinned. “Oh boy. I’ve always wanted a horse. I can’t wait to tell—” Her eyes stung then, and she turned to stare out the window. She touched the friendship locket around her neck while tears filled her eyes. There would be no one to tell. She’d never see or hear from her best friend, Mindy, ever again.
 The only sound in the car was Mr. Barlow’s rough hands on the steering wheel when he made another sharp turn. A little while later, a right turn put them onto a busy highway.
 Cindi saw a sign with an arrow pointing straight ahead that read Airport. She sat back in her seat and sighed. A horse was nice, but it wouldn’t be the same without Mindy to share it with.
 After turning off the exit ramp, they went straight to the hangar where planes were stored in huge metal buildings. Cindi stuck her nose to the cold glass and gawked at the planes sitting on the concrete. They were much bigger than they looked on television. She studied each plane and their varied colors as they drove by. A shiver of excitement tickled her stomach. She’d never ridden in a plane before. It was kind of exciting and scary at the same time.
 At the end of the long line of buildings, a small white plane sat by itself with the doors open. Several men were pacing around the area. Mr. Barlow stopped the car close to the plane’s doors and turned around to face them. “Everyone get out quickly and run to the plane. Keep going if you hear a commotion, but don’t stop.” He gave her father a nod.
 Dad jumped out of the front seat and opened the back door. He helped Cindi and her mother out of the car and ran with them toward the plane. Halfway there, Cindi heard a loud pop, and something shattered behind her. That noise was followed by several more popping sounds.
 “Was that a gun?” Mom asked in horror.
 “Hurry!” Dad shouted as he pushed them closer together and shielded them with his body. He urged them even faster up the steps of the plane.
 The jet engine revved up and made a whirring noise. At the top of the stairs, something pinged on the stairway behind them. Mom screamed, and Dad pushed them through the wide opening.
 Immediately after they stumbled into the interior, a man in a dark blue uniform pulled the stairs up into the plane and shut the door.
The engine roared even louder, and Cindi could feel the plane moving. She heard more pops outside. Then, they stopped.
 Cindi and her parents were ushered to seats on the opposite side of the plane and strapped in.
 Cindi craned her neck to see out the window on the side where the car sat. She saw men running across the cement with guns in their outstretched hands.
 “Cindi, sit down,” Mom whispered, as if she was afraid someone would hear.
 Cindi leaned back in her seat and touched her neck to feel the necklace.
 It wasn’t there!
 “Oh no! My locket! It’s gone.”
 “Oh, honey, maybe it fell down in your shirt.”
 Cindi searched through her clothes, but it wasn’t there. A twinge in her stomach grew into an aching pain when she remembered the day Mindy bought the twin lockets for a Christmas gift. One heart cut into two separate pieces.
 “A forever friendship gift,” Mindy told her as she put one around Cindi’s neck and the other around her own.
 Sorrow formed a lump in Cindi’s throat, and a tear rolled down her cheek. Leaving her friend behind was bad enough, but now she had nothing to remember her by.
 With all her heart she wanted to go back…until she remembered why they were leaving.
 A shudder traveled up her spine when dark, gray eyes crowded her vision.
 Evil eyes.
 Threatening eyes.
 Those eyes were the reason they were disappearing off the face of the earth.
 ONE
 Eighteen years later
Madison, Georgia

 “Everybody on the floor—now!”
 Twenty-eight year old Lexi Wynn and her mother, Diana, backed up against the teller windows and stared in disbelief at the man waving a gun in the air. His navy blue hoodie was just as grimy as the Kipper Eagles baseball cap he wore.
 The cap bobbed up and down over his blue ski mask when he shouted, “Move, move, move!”
 Lexi’s breath hung in her throat, but she dropped to the floor beside her mother. If she humored them, they’d let them go all in one piece.
 The carpet felt hot and sticky, but it scratched her skin when she pressed her forehead into the coarse fibers.

 An elderly friend grunted as she lay down on the floor beside them. Her face was a pasty white.
 At the same time, a second robber, wearing torn jeans and a slouchy, maroon sweat suit with snake eyes printed on the front, had his gun cocked and pointed toward the two bank tellers standing behind the desk.
 “Get over here with the rest of them…and don’t move an inch toward that alarm button or you’ll get your heads blown off.” The black mask covering his face distorted his voice, but his message was clear. The two women scrambled to the front of the counter and laid down on the floor beside the three other women.
 The blue hoodie robber strutted across the lobby to the two exit doors and locked them from the inside.
 Mrs. Denton, the elderly customer, lay still on the floor, whimpering and hiding her face in her hands, as if she thought avoiding eye contact would erase the threat of robbers now rifling through the teller drawers.
 Lexi—stretched out beside her mother on the blue industrial carpet—felt as if she were living in another reality. She watched Snake Eyes throw cash into a large backpack. The green eyes on his shirt were positioned in the middle of a large “V” symbol. In spite of her fear, something about that symbol stirred a memory. She had seen it before. It didn’t matter where because it wasn’t important now.
 She closed her eyes and wished she were anywhere but in this bank. Why did Mom choose this particular day to pick up her last paycheck from the bank’s bookkeeper?

She reached out and grabbed her mother’s hand. Diana squeezed Lexi on the arm and with slow movements turned to the young bank teller lying beside her.

“Tina,” she muttered between tight lips, “where’s Marcus?”
 The twenty-two-year-old woman was shaking so hard she could hardly lift her head. “I think he went to lunch.”
 
Blue Hoodie waved his gun at the women on the floor and spoke through his black mask. “Shut up, or you’ll be the first to die.”
 His partner shook his head and hissed, “Not yet, man. If anybody’s outside, they’ll hear the shots and call the police. Get the money first.”
 All the blood rushed to Lexi’s stomach, and a cold chill swept over her body. Obviously, the two robbers planned to leave no one alive to identify them.
 “I’m done with the cash drawers. I need to get into the vault.” Blue Hoodie spouted at his accomplice a few moments later.
 “We’ll hit the vault last because of the alarm. Get what’s in the office safe so we can get our bonus.” The taller man was rummaging through the desk beside the long row of teller windows.
 Glass exploded with a loud crack when Blue Hoodie shattered the glass on the door of the president’s office with the butt of his gun. Reaching inside, he turned the knob then strode through the broken glass.
 Diana moved a little closer to Tina.
 “Tina, is the silent alarm activated on the vault tumblers?” Lexi could barely hear her whispers.
 “Y-yes. Craig turned it off this morning for maintenance inspection, but the inspector came early, and the head office turned the alarm back on.”
 “What’s the new combination?”
 Tina glanced around fearfully.
 Lexi felt sorry for Tina. She was just out of college and had only been working as a loan officer for a few months. Even though Diana was on extended leave from her bank position as bank manager, Lexi knew Tina could lose her job for revealing the new numbers. Uncertainty put tears in her eyes, but Tina finally tilted her head toward Diana and whispered, “Right twenty-two, left thirty-two, right forty-two.”
 Diana nodded and gave Tina a fragile smile. “It’ll be okay.”
 Tina nodded unevenly and closed her eyes—terror squeezed tears onto her cheeks.
 Diana saw the question in Lexi’s eyes and whispered, “The wrong combination entered twice sends a silent alarm to the police.”
 A bolt of fear pierced Lexi. “Mom…you’re not going to—”
 “Shut up.” The man in the blue hoodie strode over to her and pointed his gun toward her head.
 Lexi lowered her eyes and shivered. Her nails dug into the threads of the carpet, and the sticky fibers digging into her skin revived a memory—of a past fear.
 For another minute, the men stuffed everything valuable they could find into their black backpacks until Snake Eyes turned to his partner. “All right, open the vault, but watch that alarm button inside.”
 The man nodded and strutted to the silver door. When he pulled on the heavy door, it didn’t move. He spun back to his partner and shouted, “The door won’t open!”
 Fury bubbled in the tall man’s eyes and he dashed to the vault. He jerked on the handle, but nothing happened. “Fizz said it would be open.”
 Diana turned toward Lexi—a surprised look on her face.
 Snake Eyes turned toward the women and spoke through gritted teeth, “Someone knows the combination. Who?”
 He walked over toward the women and pointed his gun at Mrs. Denton. “You have one minute to open it, or we’ll start shooting your friends,” he said to Tina as he deliberately cocked the gun and pushed it toward Mrs. Denton’s head. The poor elderly woman whimpered and covered her head with her arms.
 Diana lifted her head. “I’ll open it.”
 Lexi eyes filled with tears when she heard the crackling in Mom’s voice.
 The man shook his gun toward the vault. “Open it then, and if you even think about touching that silent alarm on the inside of the door, I’ll shoot your head off.”
 The gun was just inches from Diana’s head. Lexi could see the sweat glistening on her mother’s forehead as she reached for the wheel, and she heard the tremor in her voice when she called out each number as the tumblers turned.
 “Right forty-two, left thirty-two, right twenty-two.”
 Tina blew out a troubled breath. “That’s backwards,” she whispered.
 Lexi turned her head slightly from left to right. “Shhh,” she whispered.
 Diana pushed the handle down, but the door didn’t open. She turned to the robber. “I…I think I reversed the numbers.” She faced the vault once more. “Right twenty-two, left thirty-two, right forty-two.”
 When the door refused to open on the second try, Snake Eyes lifted his hand back with a movement as if to strike her. “Lady, your life’s ending right now if you don’t get that vault open.”
 “You’re making me so nervous I can hardly turn the tumblers. Please point that gun somewhere else.”
 The man thrust the gun in her face. “This is your last chance. Open it this time, or you die.”
 Diana’s jaw tensed, but she turned back to the black wheel. “Right twenty-two, left thirty-two, right forty-two.”
 The handle clicked, and the door of the vault snapped opened.
 Grabbing her arm in a punishing grip, the thief dragged Diana away from the vault and shoved her to the floor beside the other women. He walked back to the massive door and yanked it open all the way. “Check the drive-through,” he told his partner. When Blue Hoodie turned away, Snake Eyes slid into the vault, carefully avoiding the button on the inside of the door and keeping his eyes on the five ladies in the lobby. He recklessly hoisted bundles of cash stacked on shelves into his backpack on the floor.
 Lexi mentally calculated how long it would take Morgan County dispatch to receive the signal, relay it to the police department, and send a car screaming to the bank. What would the police do when they arrived? Storm the bank? Wait outside until they were certain a bank robbery was in progress? Wait for the robbers to come out? Sweat popped out above her lips. If they waited, it might be too late for her and the four women on the floor beside her. How long before the whole world exploded?
 She looked at her mom and asked the question with her eyes.
 Diana shrugged. “Any minute now,” she mouthed.
 Lexi strained her ears for sounds coming from outside. Sirens? Sounds of cars speeding into the parking lot?
 Nothing.
 Blue Hoodie came out of the drive-through window office and walked into the lobby, stuffing bundles of paper money into his backpack. “I got all the loose cash and the necklace from the safe. Are you through with the vault?”
 The tall man nodded. “Let’s take care of them and get out of here.” He pointed his gun toward the five ladies on the floor and walked toward them. “All right ladies, say your goodbyes.”
 Mrs. Denton began to whimper more loudly. Lexi put her arm around the older lady and raised slightly off the floor. “Please. Just leave. We’re not a threat.”
 The sneer on the face of the tall robber immediately distorted into a look of surprise, and he turned his ears toward the doors, listening. Lexi heard it too—a siren just outside the bank. Blue Hoodie ran to the window and peered out from behind the drapes into the parking lot.
 “Cops are everywhere. How’d they know, man?”
 Snake Eyes turned toward Diana. Lexi could see red fury flaming in his eyes. His voice was filled with revulsion as he growled, “She must have set off the alarm.”
 A voice from outside filled the air. “This is the police. You’re surrounded. Lay down your weapons and come out with your hands behind your head.”
 The tall man walked over to Diana. He jerked her off the floor, calling her a vile name before striking her across the face with his pistol. Lexis watched with horror as her mother’s head slammed into the wall with a crack, and her body slumped onto the floor. The robber then lifted his gun and, without hesitation, shot her.
 “No!” Lexi shouted and jumped to her feet.
 Snake Eyes turned to Lexi and pointed the gun toward her head. Lexi’s heart stopped, and her eyes closed involuntarily, waiting for the shot that would take her to heaven to be with her mother. All she could think of was her poor father.
 When two rapid shots sounded, Lexi collapsed to the floor. Her hands going to her chest. Her breath hung in her throat until she realized she felt no pain. It wasn’t her that was wounded. She opened her eyes and saw Snake Eyes lying lifeless on the floor, a puddle of blood forming underneath him. Blue Hoodie’s gun made a thud when it hit the carpet, and he clenched a dark spot in the center of his chest.
 Armed men stormed into the bank as Lexi scrambled to her feet and ran to her mother’s body.
 “Mama?” Her mother’s face was pale, and blood was seeping from a wound in her chest.
 When she saw the blood, Lexi’s tear-filled eyes searched for help. “Please, somebody help my mom!” she shouted toward the men surrounding the robbers. “She’s been shot.”
 A bald-headed man in a blue uniform with a quilted vest strapped over his shirt ran toward her and shouted to an officer standing beside the door. “Get the EMTs in here!” Leaning down over Diana, he placed his fingers on her neck. “She still has a pulse.” He looked at Lexi with hope in his eyes. “Don’t worry. Help is on the way.”
 Other men tore through the building, clearing each room.
 Lexi wilted beside her mother and held her hand. For a brief second, Diana’s eyes opened slightly, and her breathing quickened. Her lips opened.
 Lexi leaned over her mother, tears streaming down her face.
 Diana whispered one word before closing her eyes.
 “P… p…icks.”
 Lexi leaned closer, but Diana’s eyes closed.
 “Hold on, Mama. I love you. Hold on.”
___________________________________________________________ 

Chapter FIVE
 Lexi pulled into the drive-thru window at the Madison Chick-fil-A and pulled out the list her father gave her. She’d have to hurry to get his and her brother’s dinners back to them in time. Her father wanted to leave the hospital in time to check the dry cows before the afternoon milking.
 “Good morning. My name is Bill. How may I serve you?” The metallic male voice sounded from the speaker beside her.
 “Yes, I’d like three meals, please…a number one meal with a chicken sandwich, and two of the spicy chicken meals. I think it’s number two on the menu.”
 “Yes, ma’am. What kind of drinks would you like?”
 “Sweet tea with all three meals.”
 “Would you like sauce to go with those?”
 “Uh, yes, honey mustard sauce and some ketchup, please.”
 “Would you like a dessert or anything else today?”
 “Uh…” Lexi bit her bottom lip. She would love a chocolate milkshake. Should she? A luscious picture of the shake caught her eye when she glanced at the outside menu, and it made the decision for her. “Would you please add a small chocolate milkshake to that order as well?”
 “Certainly, ma’am. Will that complete your order?”
 “Yes, thank you.”
 “It’s my pleasure. Your total is twenty-two, fifty-five. Please pull forward to the window.”
 Lexi put the truck in gear and inched closer to the car in front of her while digging into her purse for the money. A quarter dropped on the floor, and she ducked down in front of the passenger seat to retrieve it when she felt a sharp tap on the back of her truck.
 Immediately, a feeling of dread swept over her when she realized what happened. The person behind her rammed into her dad’s truck. She glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw a dark-haired man getting out of a black hearse. The first thing that popped into her head was how odd to be hit by a hearse, and following that thought was surprise that it was driven by such a tall, dark, and handsome driver. But then her anger took over. Opening her door, she climbed out and faced him.
 “You hit me!”
 The square jaw of the man standing at least eight inches above her tightened. “Well, you stopped right in front of me.”
 “Of course I stopped! This is a drive-thru, and there’s a car in front of me.” With a disgusted look, she pointed to the Mercedes in front of her. Frowning at him, she walked to the back of her dad’s truck. As bad as she wanted to find damage, there was none. She blew out a forced breath.
 “What’s the matter? Were you hoping to find damage so I would owe you an apology?”
 It was disconcerting to admit he was right, and anger bubbled up inside her when she realized a perfect stranger read her so easily. “Well…just because there’s no damage doesn’t mean you can’t apologize. I mean, you did hit me.”
 “Aw, come on, you know it wasn’t my fault. You were looking at something on the floorboard and stopped abruptly. You weren’t even paying attention.”
 “What difference does that make? You were still following too close, or you wouldn’t have hit me in the first place.”
 “Excuse me?” A Chick-fil-A employee was hanging out of the drive-thru window. “Would you both handle this argument somewhere else, please? There are people waiting behind you.”
 The blood rushed to Lexi’s face when she realized how many cars were parked in line behind them, observing their conversation.
 The man beside her frowned and pointed to a couple of parking spaces off to the side. She nodded and hurried back into her truck.
 After she parked in one of the open spaces, Lexi leaned back in the seat and chided herself. How childish she was behaving. She should be grateful instead of grouchy. Her mother could have died in that bank robbery. Even though she was still in critical condition at the hospital, she was gradually improving. Besides, that was no cause to act grumpy at a complete stranger…even if he was a handsome one.
 When the man pulled up beside her in the next space, she got out and forced a smile.
 “I’m sorry. I know I’m acting crabby, but I have a lot on my mind. My mom’s in the hospital, and…well, since there was no damage to either vehicle, can we just shake hands and forget the whole thing happened?” She held out her hand hesitantly.
 Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome took her hand and shook it firmly. A tingle traveled up her palm and all the way to her elbow. His eyes were what she would call a blue-blue—deep-set and gorgeous. She dropped his hand as soon as possible. What was up with the tingling? Probably nerves and adrenaline.
 He took two steps back and said, “I guess I was a little irritated as well. I think it’s wise to forget the whole thing.”
 He didn’t sound very convincing. The dusting of a beard rippled as his jaw clenched and released.
 “Thank you.” Lexi smiled stiffly and got back into her truck. After she backed all the way out of the space, she turned to see him staring at her as she pulled around the building. “Probably hoping I’ll run into someone else’s car just to prove his point that I’m a bad driver,” she grumbled at the stop sign. A small bit of resentment festered inside her as she swerved into the shopping center parking lot.
 “Calm down, Lexi. It’s over and done with now. Forget it,” she told herself. She once again tamped down the frustration and pulled into the street.
 It wasn’t until she drove into the hospital parking lot that she realized she forgot to pick up her food, and antagonism reared its ugly head again. Slamming on her brakes, she checked her watch. She wouldn’t have time to go back—not if Dad wanted to check the dry cows at the dairy before the afternoon milking. They’d have to pick up something from the vending machines. Fury swirled around inside her. She would miss her ice cream. Now she really was angry, and it was all the fault of that arrogant, tall, dark…and handsome stranger.
