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Chapter One

Underwhat?

All this happened back in ’ninety-six, but it seems like 
only yesterday. I had just thrown the garbage bag at the 

marina’s dumpster when I heard Sue Huffer yelling my name 
from her cockpit. “Bev! Bev Trotwood! Come over here a 
minute!” 

For a gal that stands about four foot nine in her joggers, 
Sue has a voice that would peel paint. I figure the only 
reason she’s not a drill sergeant in the Marines is because 
she couldn’t make the height requirement. 

I went over and stood on the dock by her antique wooden 
powerboat. “What’s up, Sue?” Sue’s a friend of mine, but at 
the time I was thinking that it was a good thing I had my own 
job in the Sheriff’s Department. If I didn’t, she’d probably 
try and make me come work for her temp agency. That just 
goes to show how much I know sometimes.

“Got a problem,” she said. “I called Bill Carstairs,” Bill 
was the Broward County Sheriff, “and he said I should talk 
to you. Said you’d be the best person for the job.” 

Well, that gave me something to think about. I knew 
Sue ran the oldest temp agency in south Florida. She got 
in before Kelly or Norrell or Personnel One or any of the 
others even thought about it, and she knew everybody in 
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the three counties. Or anyway, everybody that amounted to 
anything. 

“What job?” I said warily.
She went on to explain. Seemed there was this mailing-

service company that hired a lot of temps. She thought 
maybe it was because they had a hard time keeping 
permanent people, but anyway, they’d always hired from 
her agency. “Jimmy Elkhorn and I went to school together,” 
she said. 

I didn’t ask her how long ago. Sue doesn’t show her age 
much, but she’s got a daughter in college, and she told me 
once that the girl was born a long time after she’d given up 
all hope of ever having babies, so I figure she hadn’t been any 
too young at the time.

“Well, but what’s the trouble? Sounds like a real cozy 
arrangement. He needs temps, you got temps. He quit hiring 
your girls?” 

The first thing she said was that it wasn’t only girls Jimmy 
Elkhorn hired. She had a lot of temporary guys on her roster, 
too. At least, she had as long as they kept out of jail, but that’s 
another story, and one she’s told me at least four times. Sue 
doesn’t mostly bother to keep track of how many times she’s 
told you the same story. 

She said it wasn’t that; Elkhorn was still hot to hire her 
temps. “But one of my girls got killed over there last week, 
and I don’t think it was any accident. Do you know anything 
about mailing services?”

I thought about it for a minute. “No. What’s a mailing 
service? Are those the people that rent you a mailbox to give 
you a good address when you haven’t got one?” 

She said no, they weren’t. “A mailing service sends out 
junk mail, for one thing. All that third-class stuff you find in 
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your post office box, most of that comes from one mailing 
service or another. And suppose you had five hundred people 
on your Christmas card list.” 

I couldn’t help but laugh. The last time I sent out any 
Christmas cards was when I was a senior in high school and 
didn’t know any better. 

“Don’t laugh,” she said. “Lots of companies are in that 
kind of a box, and they’re glad to pay Elkhorn to rubber-
stamp their signature on the cards, stuff ’em in the enve-
lopes, and send ’em out. And some of ’em subscribe to his 
eight-hundred service, too.” 

By this time I was starting to get antsy. I didn’t even ask 
her what an eight-hundred service was. “Okay, but what’s all 
this got to do with me?” 

I had a pretty good idea what it had to do with me if 
she and Bill Carstairs had been putting their heads together 
about it, but I guess I was kind of hoping against hope that 
it wasn’t so. Too bad. It was so.

What she wanted me to do, she said, was be an 
undercover agent. I had to laugh again. When you’re six 
foot one in your size eleven bare feet and have bright red 
hair, the word undercover sounds downright silly. She 
meant it, though.

This girl that was killed, her name was Joan Schmutz, 
hadn’t been one of Sue’s best temps. For one thing, she 
couldn’t type worth a damn, and she just purely hated getting 
all togged out in panty hose and high heels. 

“That doesn’t matter with Elkhorn’s, though. The girls 
in the eight-hundred department need to be able to do 
keyboards, and they’re dressier than the mailroom people. 
But I thought Joanie would fit right in, in the mailroom.”

“Well, okay, but you think this gal was murdered?” 
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She said she was pretty sure. “Joanie had other problems, 
too. She could be downright spiteful, if she took a dislike to 
you.” 

I wondered how she knew. Like I said, Sue would have 
made a great drill instructor, and she didn’t put up with any 
foolishness out of anybody. Only person I ever knew that 
could get the best of her was her old man, and he was one of 
those quiet guys that only say things once.

Anyway, she explained what she wanted me to do, and 
that was to take one of her timesheets and report for work 
in Elkhorn’s mailroom. I thought it over and couldn’t see 
how I was going to get out of it, if she and Bill Carstairs 
were both set on it, so I said okay, but I didn’t believe for 
a minute that her friend Jim Elkhorn wouldn’t rumble me 
right away. “I’ve got ‘cop’ written all over me, by now. Can’t 
you see it?”

Well, she said she couldn’t, and then she said she hoped 
I was going to try hard to help her. The tone she said it in 
made it sound like, “You’d better.” I took a bunch of her 
timesheets back to my boat with me.

I guess I probably didn’t mention that I live on a sailboat. 
It’s a big old Hans Christian ketch with two figureheads, 
named Galen’s Raft, and it belongs to the guy I live with, 
named Art Ardsbarger. He’s a doctor, is why the funny name 
on the boat. He works in the Broward County coroner’s 
office, cutting up stiffs. 

My dad is always asking me why I don’t marry the 
dude and make it legal, and I’m always telling him I’m not 
ready for that yet. He says he figures thirty-three is plenty 
old enough to think about getting married, and I tell him, 
MYOB. It’s also plenty old enough to decide what I want to 
do. He always shuts up after that.
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Ev barked at me, one bark, when I got aboard the boat, 
and I said hey to him and scratched him behind the ears. I 
really don’t know what I ever did without a dog. Then I went 
below and put on a couple of fat, juicy hamburgers for Art’s 
and my supper, and whipped up a salad with Italian dressing 
and bacon bits and waited for Art to get home.

While I was waiting I looked over the timesheets and 
the two little booklets Sue gave me. Her agency was called 
WonderWorkers. It used to be called WonderWomen, she 
said, before all this feminist crap, and before she started 
hiring men, but she had to change the name. Even Kelly 
doesn’t call ’em Kelly Girls any more. We’ve come a long 
way, baby. Maybe.

Anyhow, her book told all about how you were supposed 
to call in if the job turned out to be something the people 
didn’t tell Sue about when they talked to her on the phone, 
and how you were supposed to dress and all that shit, but 
most of it wasn’t relevant to working in Elkhorn’s mailroom. 

The other book she’d given me was about that. Elkhorn’s 
had a dress code, it said, but what you wore in the mailroom 
was mostly jeans and joggers and sweatshirts, or shorts 
(walking shorts, whatever those are) in the summer. I asked 
Art about that when he got home, and he said, probably 
none of my shorts would qualify. Too short. But then it was 
winter anyway, and I’ve got plenty of jeans.

“What’s all this about, anyway?” Art asked. “You quitting 
your job with the Sheriff’s Department?” He sounded 
hopeful, and I knew why that was. For two years he’s been at 
me to marry him and go off cruising around the world, and 
for two years I’d been putting him off. Sometimes, like when 
we had our vacations at the same time and went cruising 
down in the Keys, I’d been tempted. 
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By the cruising part, anyway. I didn’t know why we’d have 
to get married just to do that, though, and I told him so. He 
couldn’t give me a good reason either; just said he’d like to 
feel like the arrangement was permanent. I won’t go into the 
rest of the argument, because I’ve been over it in my own head 
so many times now that all it does is confuse me, anyway.

I told him, no, I wasn’t quitting the Department, 
yet, anyway, and I sure hell wouldn’t quit to take a job in 
somebody’s mailroom. “Sheriff Bill and Sue Huffer figure 
they’re going to make an undercover cop out of me. Think 
it’ll work?”

At first he laughed, like I did when Sue told me. Then he 
thought about it for a minute, and said, “Well, why not? It’s 
not as if you’d had your picture splashed all over the front 
page or on the TV news, or anything. What’s all this cloak-
and-dagger stuff in aid of, though?”

I told him all I knew about it, which wasn’t much. “I was 
just getting ready to call Sheriff Bill about that. I’m sure hell 
not going into this thing blind.” 

We talked it over and decided it could wait till after we 
ate. I was starving. I’d worked out in the weight room before 
I left work, and what they tell you about exercise killing your 
appetite is a bunch of horseshit. It doesn’t even make my 
appetite sick.

I got the sheriff at home when I called. His ten-year-
old daughter answered the phone, and she must have been 
practicing to be a receptionist or something, because she 
gave me that shit about “May I say who’s calling?” I played 
along with her and told her, and pretty soon Bill Carstairs 
came on the line. 

Turned out he wasn’t all that sure Sue wasn’t imagining 
things. Sure, the girl had a broken neck when she was found 




