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        A Beach To Die For

        Book 10

      

      

      
        
        An island paradise… and a killer on the loose.

      

      

      
        
        A pristine beach with an untouched barrier reef, a bevy of potential buyers and a murder make for a working holiday. Blind PI Steve Smiley dives in head first to solve the mystery before the body count rises like the tide.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is Leo sure this is a murder?” asked Heather.

      Steve answered with a shrug.

      She led him out of the muggy morning air into an upscale apartment in a gated complex within Houston’s inner loop. The metal tip of his white cane swept back and forth across a floor of beige travertine. Once past the foyer, coat closet, and home office, the open floor plan gave her a view of a kitchen, dining area, and living room of substantial proportions.

      She took in a full breath. “The kitchen counters are marble; the stove and ovens are professional grade.” Heather turned to the dining room. “Dining room table and chairs for ten. All new and high end.”

      Steve responded with a grunt but no words.

      “The stone floor ends where the living room begins. The carpet is what’s called loop-cut-loop. It’s tightly woven, has geometric patterns, and looks expensive. The room reminds me of one hit by a tornado. Broken lamps and vases, ripped couches and chairs, paintings thrown about willy-nilly, and a puddle of what I’m sure is drying blood by the coffee table.”

      Leo, Steve’s former partner at Houston homicide, added, “It’s blood. We tested it. The forensic crew bagged and tagged a fireplace poker with hair, skin, and blood on it.”

      Steve asked, “How much hair?”

      “Some loose strands and what was in a clump of skin about the size of a dime.”

      “Are the loose strands of hair with or without roots?”

      “With,” said Leo.

      “All of them?”

      “Every one.”

      Steve issued a quick “Uh-huh” and rested both hands on the top of his cane. “How much blood?”

      Heather and Leo traded glances before Leo said, “Too much for the victim to live and talk about it.”

      Steve huffed a note of impatience. “How much is too much?”

      Heather came to Leo’s aid. “That will be impossible to tell until the forensic crew cuts out the stained carpet and analyzes it.”

      “I know that,” said Steve. “Give me your best guess.”

      “It depends on the pad underneath the carpet. The quality of the carpet tells me the pad has a moisture barrier. If we assume it does, I’d say four units, give or take one.”

      “Any blood splatter?”

      Leo took over again. “None.”

      “Was there a blood trail?”

      “No.”

      “What’s the distance from the fireplace tools to the pool of blood?”

      “Fifteen feet.”

      “Any trail of blood around the puddle?”

      “None.”

      Silence prevailed for half a minute before Steve asked, “What did they take?”

      Leo took his phone and read from notes. “Signs of burglary include: no wallet found in the apartment, indentations in the master bedroom’s carpet show recent removal of a home safe, and no jewelry found.” He looked up. “His phone was on the nightstand.”

      “So,” said Steve. “You have no body but plenty of evidence of a burglary and a homicide.” He lowered his voice. “Can anyone else hear us?”

      Leo didn’t bother reducing the volume of his words. “I sent everyone outside, including forensics.”

      Heather knew what was coming, and it sent a shiver down her spine. When Steve came to the location of a suspicious death, he had an advantage over others because of his special gift. Its proper name is associative chromesthesia. A small fraction of people can perceive colors when they are writing music, painting, or deeply immersed into a creative activity. Steve possessed the ability to “see” shades of red at homicides. Quite the trick for a blind man.

      Steve lifted his chin. “Leo, what’s his name?”

      “Quinton Rush.”

      Heather locked her gaze on Steve. The odor of rusty metal found her as blood continued to dry in the puddle of eggplant-colored goo.

      Steve took his time before announcing, “No red and no pink; you don’t have a homicide.”

      “An insurance scam?”

      “Uh-huh. Start with a financial check of Mr. Rush. Look for life insurance policies, especially those taken out in the last six months. I’m sure you’ll find he has serious money problems.”

      Leo tapped notes into his phone as Steve continued, “There’s too much physical evidence of a burglary; no reason to destroy paintings, lamps, and furniture. A fight would have resulted in splatter somewhere in the room.”

      Steve took off his sunglasses and rubbed his sightless eyes. “What’s in the puddle belongs to Quinton Rush, but there’s too much of it. He planned this for a long time, extracted his own blood, and stored it until he had enough.”

      “So much blood made me suspicious. I needed you to confirm it.”

      Steve continued, “You probably already thought of this, but the missing safe, wallet, and jewelry also speak of Mr. Rush wanting to keep things of value. Did you notice he was smart enough to leave his cell phone here?”

      Heather spoke up. “All the hair samples having roots made me wonder. A blow from a poker would have broken some.”

      Steve summarized. “Look for Mr. Rush’s love interest. Odds are she, or he, is the beneficiary named on the insurance policy and in his will.”

      “Anything else?” asked Leo.

      “Two things. Mr. Rush will have a bandage on his head from where he or his partner gouged a chunk out of his scalp.”

      “Got it,” said Leo. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. Where are we going for lunch?”

      “Sorry. I’m breaking in a new detective who’s wondering why I kicked her and everyone else out of the room when you arrived. Thanks for confirming what didn’t seem right.”

      “It’s a good thing you called me this week and not next.”

      Leo’s eyebrows arched in a question. Heather explained. “We’re flying to St. Croix for Bella and Adam’s wedding.”

      Steve added, “I can’t wait to sit under a palm tree listening to waves lap against the shore.”

      Leo snapped his fingers. “That’s right. It’s already August.” He tilted his head and looked at Heather. “Speaking of marriages—”

      Steve cut him off by cupping his hand and speaking in a loud pretend-whisper. “We don’t talk about when she and Jack will tie the knot.”

      Heather placed her hands on her hips and gave an answer that sounded lame even to her. “How do you know we haven’t already eloped?”

      “Good try,” said Steve. “I’d know it if you had.”

      She rose to the challenge. “How?”

      “Experience. Maggie and I couldn’t wait and got married during our last year in college. She worried until the following June that her parents would find out.”

      Heather felt her mouth hinge open as Leo said, “You old dog. I didn’t know that. Where did you live?”

      “In separate apartments. We each had roommates to save money. Her father made it clear that she’d be my responsibility the day we married. He must have said that twenty times after we got engaged. We had another full year of college and selected June for the church wedding her mother insisted on.”

      Steve’s past seemed to come alive. “It came down to a lot of guilt over sin or holding back information. Being a fiancé with benefits wasn’t an option for Maggie.”

      “But sneaking around was?” asked Heather.

      Steve’s grin threatened to stretch his face. “Maggie and I were both working and taking a full load of classes. Going public would have added another year before we graduated.” A mischievous tone slipped into his words. “Her dad was an avid fisherman and had his eye on a new bass boat, which he couldn’t afford as long as he was paying for college. He secretly hoped we’d elope. We did, but didn’t tell him.”

      Leo nodded approval. “Smart move, but didn’t it bother Maggie to hide the marriage from her father?”

      “Not much. It was a great way to ease into living together. We barely made it through the big church wedding without busting out laughing, especially when Reverend Brown winked at us before we took our vows.”

      “You told the preacher?”

      “Why not? He agreed with our decision. Coveting a bass boat was a bigger sin to him than two grown people getting married on the sly.”

      Leo looked toward the front door. “I need to get this crime scene processed.” He gave Steve a firm pat on the shoulder. “Have a safe trip. Tell Bella and Adam I wish I could have come to their wedding.”

      Heather placed Steve’s hand on her arm. “It’s still a week away. All you have to do is ask, and I’ll send my plane back for you.”

      “Six kids, school’s starting, and the oldest is going off to college. My day in the sun and sand on a tropical island is about twelve years from now.” He looked at the door. “Time for me to let the troops back in.”

      Frowning crime scene technicians covered their noses and mouths with blue masks and slipped back into the apartment.

      Heather pushed a button on the key fob and her Mercedes SUV came to life on the far side of police tape. Steve lifted his head. “That sound means the air conditioner is on. We need to let you get back to work.”

      “Thanks again for making the trip. I’ll talk to the captain and get this case transferred to fraud. That should earn me a gold star for the day.”

      “Don’t be so sure this case is over. Once the beneficiary finds out the insurance company won’t pay, Quinton Rush may be your next homicide. Hopefully, he’ll choose an island other than St. Croix.”

      “Speaking of,” said Heather. “I need to think about what I’m going to wear.”

      “And I need lunch,” said Steve.
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      Once in the SUV, Heather asked, “Any preference on where you want to eat?”

      A click sounded as Steve put on his seatbelt. “Something fast. I can tell Leo’s call came at a bad time. You’re not your normal cheerful self.”

      Heather wondered if she should mention the disappointing financial reports she received yesterday. She chose not to, and said, “We passed a sandwich shop a couple of blocks from here. Is that all right?”

      “Fine. I’ll get something worth eating. You can have your usual salad and tell me what’s bothering you while we eat.”

      She didn’t wait. “It’s mainly a self-inflicted wound. We haven’t had a case to work since January and here we are with summer slipping away. I’ve done nothing but work for seven straight months and several of my investments are slipping. I feel like I’m in a rut.”

      Steve nodded. “Stale is how I’d describe myself. I’m writing less and wasting my time listening to podcasts more and more.” He took a breath. “How are things with Jack?”

      “All right, I guess.”

      She realized her tone betrayed her. “Let me amend that. I think he’s fine. I really haven’t spent much time with him.”

      “Why not?”

      “The way the economy is going, it’s harder and harder to grow the business. I’ve tripled my domestic business trips and doubled the international ones. Overall, profits are flat-lining.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      She glanced to her right. “Why is that good?”

      “I thought it was something serious, like your father’s health, or Jack had been in an accident. Business is down all over the country and you’re maintaining. Sometimes things are beyond your control. Not going backward is an impressive achievement.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Would you like to stomp your feet and scream at the sky for a while?”

      “I’ve already tried that. I bruised my heel.”

      Steve started chuckling, which rippled her way. She caught it. Like some irresistible force of nature, the laughter started and couldn’t be contained. She barely made it into the parking lot before laughter-induced hiccups set in. She chose the first available spot, put the vehicle in park, and reached for a tissue to dry her leaky eyes. “Thanks. I didn’t realize how tight I was wound until now.”

      “I know just what you need. Call your office, take the rest of the day off, and pretend we have a murder to solve.”

      “I have a better idea,” said Heather. “I’ll do what you said, except I’ll think about St. Croix while I’m at the spa. An overhaul on everything from toenails to my hair’s split ends is long overdue.”

      Her phone sounded the ring tone indicating it was Jack calling. She enabled the call and said, “Hello, handsome. Are you calling to ask me to dinner?”

      A hesitation sounded in his voice. “Listen, something’s come up.”

      Her back stiffened. “Please tell me it’s not your mother.”

      “No,” he said with urgency. “Mom’s fine. It’s something legal I have to take care of.” He gave a strained laugh. “I’ll be out of town for a few days.”

      “That’s a change. I’m the one who’s always saying that to you. Is it a big case?”

      “Yeah. I need to go.”

      The call cut off and Heather slipped her phone in her purse.

      Steve pulled the handle and the door popped open. “I’m getting potato salad with my sandwich. What are you having?”

      “Some sort of salad. I want to look halfway decent in a bathing suit. Only another week before we leave and then a week until the wedding.”

      Steve was halfway finished with his meal when his phone announced a call from Adam, Bella’s fianc. He placed the phone on the table so they both could hear. “Hello, Adam. I’m having lunch with Heather and she’s listening.”

      A strained voice came back. “I’m calling to see if you and Heather can get here as soon as possible.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      “No. No it’s not. Bella’s a wreck.”

      “That sounds like more than pre-wedding jitters. What’s happened?”

      “She found a man dead in the parking lot of her parents’ resort.”

      “Take your time, and give us details.”

      “Bella found the body this morning. All she could say was, ‘Call Steve and tell him the killer used a garrote.’ The police are questioning her now.”

      “Do they suspect her?”

      “They locked down the resort. I don’t know who they suspect.” An indistinguishable voice in the background preceded Adam saying, “The detective wants to talk to me next. I need to go.”

      A metallic click ended the conversation.
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      The next morning, the day’s first rays of sunshine poked through the window of Heather’s new twin-engine corporate jet. She’d chosen a seat at the front while Steve had moved to the rear of the ten-passenger plane, a step up from the five-seater she sold. This one gave her additional range for international flights and allowed her to travel from Conroe’s regional airport to St. Croix direct.

      She rose from her leather seat, took a couple of steps, and refilled her cup with strong coffee in the plane’s compact galley. Despite the whine of the engines, Steve must have heard her stirring. He raised his seat back to a sitting position and pushed aside a fleece blanket. “I hope you made enough for everyone.”

      “There’s plenty. You’ve been asleep for three hours. Are you ready to start your day?”

      “Is it daylight?”

      “The sun’s peeking over the horizon.”

      “That means it’s officially coffee time.”

      She filled his mug, went to the rear of the cabin, and took the seat facing him. He’d located and pulled a tray table from a hidden compartment to his left.

      She stated the obvious. “Good, you figured out the table. Coffee is at your two o’clock.”

      His fingers inched forward until they touched the porcelain mug. “By the window is the logical place to find a hidden tray table. Besides, these seats are almost the same as those on your last plane.” He yawned. “Thanks for the coffee. I was in and out of sleep. How many phone calls did you make?”

      “Five. Two to Germany and one to England.” She paused. “Those were the ones to Europe. The calls before them went to Japan and Vietnam.”

      He ran his fingers around the mug until he located the handle. “How long before you shift gears and relax?”

      “Soon, I hope. If we have a murder to solve, that will take the place of work. I wish I could say I’m not worried about Bella.”

      “Try thinking about the possibility of us having a case to work on.”

      “I’m on to your ways, Detective Smiley. You couldn’t stand not knowing, so you called Bella yesterday to get details on the homicide.”

      He didn’t deny it. “The victim is Nate Johnson. He’s a local hotel owner who was scheduled to purchase the Swenson’s resort.”

      Heather’s finger slipped off the edge of her mug and into hot coffee. “Purchase the resort? When did Bella’s parents decide to sell?” She dried her finger with a napkin. “How long have you known about this?”

      “A couple of weeks, and don’t feel bad. It’s been in the works for months and she didn’t tell me, either. Bella’s so focused on Adam and the wedding, I guess it slipped her mind.”

      “Why didn’t you mention it to me before now?”

      “Check your calendar. How many days have you been home in the last two months?” He paused. “The answer is three. I was afraid this would happen when you took in part of your oversized office. Did you really need an efficiency apartment?”

      He raised his mug but delayed taking a sip. “By the way, your cat isn’t happy with you.”

      A stab of regret hit her. “Poor Max. He deserves a better mommy.” She heaved a sigh. “Thanks for taking care of him.”

      “Do you miss him?”

      “Absolutely!”

      “Look under the blanket.” Steve pointed to a curtain separating the main cabin from a storage area and the lavatory.

      Heather jumped to her feet and threw back the curtain. She lifted the blanket from a pet carrier and tossed it aside. The black mound of fur didn’t move. She sank to her knees. “Max? Are you all right?”

      Panic filled her voice. “He’s not moving.”

      Steve’s voice remained calm. “Check again. I hear him snoring.”

      She opened the door, reached in, and stroked the fur that felt like warm sable. “Why isn’t he coming out?”

      “I took him to the vet. She suggested he’d be a happier cat if he slept through the flight. It took some sleight of hand to get him on board without you realizing it. Your pilots deserve a bonus.”

      “They’ll get it. Are you sure he’s all right? What about him staying at the resort? Bella’s parents don’t mind?”

      “I cleared it with Lonnie and Ingrid. They know how crazy Bella is about him. Ingrid said she’s missed Mike following her around since he went to doggie heaven.” Steve took a sip of coffee. “Max will be the resident therapy cat for you and Bella.”

      “Brilliant. I’m moving his crate closer to us.”

      Times like these made Heather especially grateful for her friendship with the blind detective. It also made her realize how much she missed her beloved Maine Coon cat. It was as if someone had thrown a switch in her brain and it was time to reorganize her priorities. She sent a text to her personal assistant and told her to handle all the business calls. She then sent a text to her father, telling him the same.

      Their similar replies came one after the other. “It’s about time.”

      A loud meow sounded, and her gaze shifted to Max. She looked in the crate to see an arched back as he greeted her with a curled-tongue yawn. Seconds later, she had a lap overflowing with purring fur. Her world changed for the better as she leaned back and stroked his wide head.
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        * * *

      

      Heather awoke with her hand resting on Max’s back and the plane touching down. He was still purring. “How long have I been out?”

      “Over an hour. Once we’re stopped, you’ll need to put Max back in his crate. Bella and Adam are waiting for us.”

      “You talked to them this morning?”

      Steve gave his head a single nod. “You were sound asleep.”

      She rubbed her eyes as the plane slowed to a stop. Max nudged her hand to keep stroking him. Gratitude pushed worry out of its way. “I’m so glad you brought him.”

      The engines decreased in volume, and the co-pilot came to the back of the cabin. “It’s a post-card-perfect day in paradise. Of all the airports in the Caribbean, this is my favorite.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Steve.

      “It’s big enough for large commercial planes, which means a smooth runway that’s two miles long. But more than that, it’s named after a native son, Henry E. Rohlsen. He was one of the Tuskegee Airmen of World War II. As a former air force pilot, I appreciate what those men overcame to serve our country.”

      The pilot looked down. “Is Max ready to get back in his crate?”

      “Probably not,” said Steve, “but that’s where he has to go.”

      Heather placed him at the door of the crate. Forlorn eyes asked for a reprieve from the cage. He let out a huff, padded his way through the open gate, kneaded his blanket like it was dough, and eased down.

      They exited the plane and stepped into bright sunshine. Heather squinted and reached into her purse for sunglasses. Distant palm trees, aided by warm trade winds, waved a greeting. A van pulled alongside the plane and the passenger door flew open. Bella hopped out and jogged toward them. The young woman who reminded Heather of a Nordic goddess enveloped Steve in a hug. As usual, she’d braided her thick blonde-white hair into a rope that hung down her back brushing her waist.

      The wordless clench broke and Heather found herself in Bella’s arms. “Thank you so much for coming, and I apologize for the short notice. It’s a shame Jack couldn’t come.”

      Heather tried to mask the disappointment in her voice. “Legal stuff to take care of. He’ll arrive in a few days.”

      The co-pilot spoke from the open door. “We’ll be along with the luggage and Max after we refuel and button up the plane.”

      Bella shook her head. “Max is going with us. We can also take the luggage.”

      Up to this point, Adam had stayed in the background. He stepped forward. “If you’ll bring everything down, I’ll load it in the back of the van.”

      Steve was the next to speak. “Adam, you’re so quiet I thought Bella came by herself.”

      “It’s good to have you both here.”

      Heather took a long look at Bella’s future husband. He was more handsome than she remembered, yet quiet and unassuming. Dimples sunk deep into his cheeks when he smiled. His raven hair and olive skin were the perfect counterpoint to Bella’s Scandinavian features. They always reminded her of the figurines standing atop wedding cakes.

      With hosts, guests, luggage, and cat loaded in the van, they soon cleared the airport property. The road wound its way to the far side of the island, where rooms with a view of azure waters awaited them… as did a murder investigation.
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      After the initial gush of emotion at the airport, Steve found it interesting that an uncomfortable silence settled in on the trip to the resort. Long ago he’d made friends with silence. Adam also practiced an economy of words, but when he spoke, it was on point and worth listening to. Bella and Heather normally morphed into chatter-boxes when they got together, the way close sisters carry on. Silence for Bella was out of character unless she had something to be upset about. Finding a body two weeks before her wedding qualified as a traumatic event. With the initial glee of the reunion behind them, the silence told him the two women had each returned to their own land of worries, both large and small.

      Pretending nothing was wrong seemed a waste of time and mental energy. Gathering information about the murder, however, was something he could pursue. If he put Bella’s agile mind to work, it might pull her out of her funk. He raised his voice to be heard over the noisy van. “Bella. Tell us about the victim.”

      He could tell by the direction her voice came from that she’d swiveled in her seat to face him. “I still can’t believe he’s dead. His name is Nate Johnson. My parents have known him forever.”

      “Describe him to me. Begin with physical, and then what he was like as a person.”

      “Not a big man, about five foot six, a hundred and fifty pounds. He was a descendant of slaves, so his skin was very dark and he kept his hair short.”

      “Age?”

      “Mid-forties.” The pace of her words picked up. “Nate was a hard worker. A long time ago, he bought a small run-down hotel in town. He fixed it up and made constant improvements. I don’t know how, but he hand-dug the hole for the swimming pool. There was enough land for him to add ten very cute bungalows. He was a certified dive instructor and offered free lessons to anyone who stayed at his hotel. That’s the niche he tapped into, and he partnered with locals who do diving excursions. Dad jokes that Nate never slept.”

      “What about his family?”

      “Never married and no kids. Mom says he worked so hard he couldn’t take time off to court a woman, let alone bother with a wedding or a honeymoon.”

      The mischievous streak in Steve wanted to say something to Heather about working so much Jack would have to choose between a wedding or a honeymoon. She wouldn’t have time for both.

      Steve dismissed the passing thought. Instead, he asked, “Did Nate have any enemies?”

      “None,” said Bella with certainty. “Everyone says he was born with a smile. It made him happy to work and serve others.”

      “Strange that someone killed him. Could the murder have been a case of mistaken identity?”

      “Not likely. He was an island native. Everyone who lives here full time knew him and thought the world of him. I don’t think it was in him to have a bad thought, let alone to speak a harsh word.”

      Steve spoke in a loud whisper. “Yet someone killed him in one of the most brutal ways possible.”

      Bella’s voice caught as she responded. “It was horrible. So much blood from the wire that cut into his throat.”

      “Did the police find the murder weapon?”

      “No,” said Adam. “They’re still looking.”

      Heather gave Steve a tap on the leg and said, “Let’s move on. Tell us what the police have done so far.”

      The sound of Bella’s soft sobs reached Steve, and he realized why Heather had nudged him. Adam fielded the question. “Interviews and searches. They secured the area of the parking lot where Bella found his body, locked down the resort, and didn’t finish interviewing staff until after midnight.”

      Bella sniffled and said, “They spent a lot of time with me. Kept asking the same questions over and over.”

      Adam asked, “Should we read anything into them spending so much time grilling Bella?”

      “Not at all,” said Steve. “The emphasis at the beginning of an investigation is on physical evidence and witness statements. They’re after facts that they can use to paint a picture of what happened. Don’t let it surprise you if they interview you again.”

      The van suddenly dipped. Everything inside shifted violently, and it sounded like the dash was coming apart. Adam announced, “Sorry. Some roads on the island need attention. I forgot about that monster pot hole.”

      A meow of protest came from the back of the van. Heather said, “It’s all right, Max. We’ll be there in a few more minutes, and I’ll order a nice fish dinner for you.”

      The jolt from the pothole and Max’s complaint took away the desire to speak of the murder, especially from Heather. In an effort to shift the conversation, she asked, “How are the wedding preparations going?”

      “Fine until yesterday morning,” said Adam. “Everyone’s still getting over the fact that something so horrible happened at one of the most peaceful places in the world. The police seem to be struggling with motive.”

      After hearing Bella’s description of Nate Johnson, Steve had to rearrange his ideas concerning motive. The case wasn’t getting any easier. Or was it? It didn’t seem likely that the killing was spur of the moment, or revenge, or because of passion gone off the rails. He wasn’t ready yet to take those cards off the table, but they moved to the bottom of his list. There must be another reason for such a good-natured, hardworking man to die such a horrible death.

      Bella announced from the front seat. “We’re here. The crime scene tape is still up in this parking lot, so we’ll go around to the lobby.”

      Steve wanted one more bit of information before they arrived. “How did you find the body?”

      “There’s a sweet lady named Judith Tovar staying here. She likes to go on early morning walks because she uses a walker. The best place and best time for her to do that is at first light in the parking lot. I’ve gotten into the habit of going with her. I happened to glance between cars and saw the body. At first, I thought it was someone who partied too hard and couldn’t get back to their room. It was horrible, but at least I was able to divert Mrs. Tovar before she saw anything. She’d lagged a few steps behind me. I told her to go back inside and tell Dad to come to me.”

      “Who called the police?”

      “I had my cell phone and called them.”

      Steve cut her off before she could say anything else. “I get the picture.”

      The van came to a stop and Adam spoke. “This wasn’t the conversation we planned on having when you arrived, but I’m glad we did. You don’t know how your being here puts Bella’s mind at ease. And mine.”

      “Amen to that,” said Bella. “Let’s get you inside and settled.”

      “Meow!” came from the back of the van.

      Steve said, “I believe Max is ready for his breakfast and a trip to the biggest sandy beach he’s ever been on.”

      Heather protested. “I can’t let him run wild on the beach.”

      “You don’t have to,” said Steve. “I bought him a harness and one of those retractable leashes. We’ve been practicing taking walks.”

      Bella chuckled, which was the first sign of the happy young woman he knew and loved. “Knowing Max, he’ll catch his own meal.”
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      Heather couldn’t wait to get Max out of his crate, but Bella beat her to the back of the van and even located his harness and leash. The future bride had Max thoroughly hugged and hooked up before Adam unloaded the rest of the luggage onto a cart.

      “I’m taking this tubby boy for a long walk on the beach,” announced Bella.

      “Good idea,” said Steve. “When you’re through with him, you can take me. I’ve been dreaming about listening to the waves rolling to shore and digging my toes in the sand ever since you and Adam announced your engagement. I’d have been very disappointed if you got married anywhere else.”

      Lonnie Swenson, Bella’s father, arrived with a warm word of welcome. He instructed the porter to take Steve and Heather’s luggage to their rooms.

      “Same room as last time?” asked Steve.

      “Of course,” said Lonnie. “Facing the ocean with a balcony so you can hear the waves.”

      “A dream come true,” said Steve. “Is Ingrid with you?”

      “She’s waiting inside. I thought we might have a word with you and Heather, unless you’re too tired from your trip.”

      Heather answered. “Steve slept halfway, and Max and I took a nap after he woke. We’re ready to help in any way we can.”

      “Let’s hope that won’t be necessary,” said Lonnie as she took in his features. He was as she remembered him, a tall, lanky man with large hands who went about his duties with calm confidence. His years of hospitality formed him into a man who knew when to stand back and when to confront customers with soft words that set hard boundaries.

      Adam stepped forward. “Lonnie, do you need me to help you with anything?”

      “Thank you, no.”

      “I’ll be in my room if you do. Only four more hours until the markets in New York close.”

      Heather asked, “How’s the day trading?”

      A smile showed off his dimples. “Volatile markets are feeding times for traders like me. We make money if stocks go up or come down.”

      “Perhaps I should follow your lead, or at least diversify more.”

      “Let’s talk about it while you’re here.”

      Lonnie held out his hand toward the door to show the curbside financial conference needed to end and that Heather was to lead Steve and follow him. It was the closest she’d ever seen Lonnie to being firm, so subtle that most people would have missed it. Murders have a way of draining joy, even out of paradise.

      Steve piped up. “Thanks for the ride, Adam. I’d like to spend some time with you, too. Bella’s been secretive about your future plans.”

      Adam stopped at the van door. “I don’t know why. We’ll start off by splitting our time between Houston and Puerto Rico.”

      Lonnie chimed in. “We’ll follow them as soon as we get this property sold. It will take longer than we thought since we lost our buyer yesterday.”

      Steve’s gait slowed. Heather knew him well enough to tell when something turned a gear in his mind. He’d heard a snippet that meant nothing to her but was a piece of the puzzle he’d turn and twist until it fit into a bigger picture.

      Lonnie walked at a good pace while Heather lagged enough so she could whisper to Steve. “What did you hear?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      They went a short distance down a long hallway and turned into an office with a sign on the door that read STAFF ONLY.

      Lonnie held the door then closed it behind them. Ingrid, an older version of Bella, stood, rounded a desk, and greeted both of them with a warm hug. “It’s so wonderful to see you again.” She looked at the door. “Is your fiancé not with you, Heather?”

      Lonnie broke in before Heather could answer. “Sorry, Ingrid. I was supposed to relay a message to you from Bella. Jack couldn’t make it today. He’ll be along in plenty of time for the wedding.”

      Heather flicked her wrist and quipped, “It’s what happens when you put together a business owner and a defense attorney. A crisis always interrupts our plans. I’m sure you know all about dealing with last-minute surprises.”

      Ingrid’s eyes were as blue as the water in the horseshoe cove in front of the hotel. Her smile rose all the way into the tiny wisdom lines that radiated from those striking eyes. “Surprises are a way of life for us. The event that happened yesterday was the second worst day of our lives. The first, of course, was when that man kidnapped Bella as a child.”

      Steve broke in. “That worked out, and so will this.”

      Ingrid gave her head a nod. “You being here gives us hope it will.”

      Steve asked, “Do you want us to investigate?”

      Lonnie and Ingrid looked at each other. He answered. “We do, but the police don’t want you to. I’m afraid Bella told them you’d be here today. Detective Nohr made it clear this was a police matter and he won’t tolerate interference.”

      Steve nodded. “I can’t say I blame him. In fact, I acted the same way when I was a homicide detective in Houston.”

      Heather broke in. “Do you know if they’re close to an arrest or have a suspect?”

      Ingrid and Lonnie traded glances and shook their heads. Ingrid said, “Up to now, we’ve answered questions and turned over our financial records to them. Detective Nohr is a sullen sort of man who asks questions but divulges nothing. The communication has been decidedly one-sided.”

      Steve nodded. “How many guests were here yesterday?”

      “About two hundred, including children.

      “Remind me,” said Steve. “How many rooms do you have?”

      “Two-hundred here in the main building. The remaining forty are in the four-plexes and two honeymoon cottages.”

      “Do you have security cameras?”

      “They cover the common areas and hotel hallways.”

      Ingrid added, “Don’t forget the front entrance to the property, the front desk, and the pools.”

      Heather said, “I’ll do a review of your coverage and look for blind spots. I brought some extra cameras with me.”

      “I’ll get Bella to go with you.” A mother’s concern seasoned her words. “She loves it when you include her. I worry about her involvement, but she needs something to get her mind off what happened.”

      Steve cleared his throat. “We tried to stop her from helping with our last case and look what happened. She not only helped solve the case but scored a fiancé.”

      The levity helped relax everyone’s shoulders. Lonnie allowed a hint of a smile to cross his face. He added, “And a fine young man he is. I’ve tried to find faults in him, but I’m not having much luck. He wants to train me to be a day trader like him after we move.”

      A knock on the door caused Lonnie’s smile to disappear. “I told them we weren’t to be disturbed.”

      He opened the door and spoke in a firm tone. “I’m sorry, we’re in a meeting. Someone at the desk can help you.”

      A woman brushed past Lonnie and stationed herself in front of Steve. She wasn’t over five foot tall, with long, straight hair so black it had a shimmer of blue. She issued a slight bow to Steve. “Are you Detectives Smiley and McBlythe?”

      “That’s us,” said Steve.

      “My name is Li Jing. I need to hire you.”

      “Why?”

      “The police will arrest me today. I am innocent of killing Mr. Nate Johnson.”
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      Lonnie and Ingrid excused themselves, leaving Steve with Heather and Li Jing in the office. He listened carefully as Li Jing eased into a chair and spoke with hasty, coherent words. “I doubt we’ll have much time. Like I said, I didn’t kill Nate Johnson.”

      “Then why are you sure of your imminent arrest?”

      “I found a blood-stained garrote under the mattress of my bed this morning. Someone is trying to frame me for the murder. My passport shows me to be Chinese, but that’s not my nationality. I know it looks suspicious, but I can’t tell you anything else at this time.”

      Steve gave his head a nod of affirmation that he understood. He then ran through a few reasons why she couldn’t reveal her identity. The list was short. “Can I assume the passport is a forgery?”

      “By the time the police discover it is, I’ll be out on bond. Hopefully by then you’ll know who killed Mr. Johnson.”

      Steve pursed his lips as he considered how the police would react. “You’re right about the passport. That will be enough for them to arrest you.”

      “Where is the garrote?”

      “I hid it,” she said in a measured, calm voice. “I’m not who or what the police think me to be.” Her voice pleaded for understanding. “I can’t divulge more.”

      Steve leaned forward. “We work with the police, not against them.”

      “I’m familiar with your reputations. That’s why I’m trusting you. You should start with two guests staying here who go by the names Chip and Roxy Smith.”

      It was time to make the first major decision of the case. Should he risk running afoul of the law by withholding evidence? He mentally looked for a way to walk the narrow line between keeping silent and possibly committing a crime, or trusting a woman he’d just met. He thought he knew why she’d have a fake passport, but wasn’t sure.

      “If the police ask us for help in solving the murder, we’ll assist them. As for your claim about someone placing the garrote under your mattress, we won’t mention it unless they ask us.”

      Skepticism filled Heather’s words “We won’t?”

      “Not now.”

      “By helping the police solve the murder, you’ll be helping me. That’s sufficient.”

      Soft footfalls and the click of the door opening told him Li Jing had nothing more to say. A man’s voice sounded from the hallway. “Li Jing. I’m Detective Nohr. You’re under arrest for possession of a false government document and suspicion of murder.”

      Clicks of handcuffs tightening reached Steve’s ears prior to footfalls fading down the hall.

      Heather went to the door and closed it. “What are you doing? That garrote is evidence that could cost me my law license.”

      Steve nodded. “I believe we’re swimming in deep, shark-infested waters.”

      Steve and Heather stayed in the office, discussing the strange turn of events until a knock sounded, followed by Bella entering. Max made his presence known by issuing a soft purr.

      “Are you two hungry? The dining room’s open for lunch.”

      Heather walked past him. “You two go without me. I’m long overdue for a nap with Max.” She took Max’s leash and strode down the hall to get her room key.

      Bella sidled beside him and placed his hand on her arm the way he’d taught her. “Find us a table away from inquisitive guests.”

      They walked through the lobby, then down a different hallway. Bella said, “I don’t know if you remember, but this takes us to the indoor dining room.”

      “I remember it having a door leading to a veranda and outdoor seating with a bar.”

      “Good recall. There are several ways to get to the covered patio. One is through the main dining room. There’s another path from the villas.”

      “Is the dining room quieter than the patio?”

      “Uh-huh. The patio overlooks the pools and the beach. Guests with children rarely eat lunch indoors.”

      He tapped his cane on what sounded like ceramic tile until Bella pulled up short. “Here we are. I picked a table as far away from the windows as I could get. No one is near us, but we probably should keep our voices down. Noise carries in here.”

      Steve did as she recommended and dropped the volume of his voice to something softer. “Tell me about Chip and Roxy Smith.”

      “Physical description first or what they’re like?”

      “Start with physical.”

      Bella took her time, apparently arranging her thoughts. “I’ll start with Chip. I’d say he’s between forty and forty-five with wide shoulders and a barrel chest. He has a crooked nose and his left ear looks like a run-over beer can. It’s all still there, but it lacks the definition that the other has.”

      Steve nodded. “He must have spent time in the ring or on the mat.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s called a cauliflower ear. Get hit hard enough and long enough and the bruising eventually breaks down the ear’s cartilage. It’s common among boxers. Wrestlers suffer the same fate because their heads are constantly grinding together.”

      Bella said, “I’m betting he was a boxer. His eyebrows have scars, and his hands look like small anvils.”

      “Anything else?”

      “He’s not the sharpest hook in the tackle box. I guess that’s not uncommon for people who put on padded gloves and beat the brains out of each other.”

      Steve nodded. “Not uncommon at all. What about Roxy?”

      “She’s big in a different sort of way. Top-heavy in two big ways, if you know what I mean.”

      “Ah, yeah. I do know what you mean.” He moved on. “They sound like an interesting couple. What are they like?”

      “Predictable. They follow the same routine every day: sleep late, go to the dining room at noon, he drinks three Bloody Marys, and they eat lunch. They stay in their room until it’s time for supper.” She paused. “Oh yeah, they have a bottle of gin delivered to their room every day and want us to keep their refrigerator stocked with Sprite and limes.”

      He needed clarification on one point. “You said he drinks three Bloody Marys and they eat lunch. How much does she drink?”

      “If she drinks at all, it’s only one when she comes in the dining room.”

      Steve filed the nugget of information away. “What do they do here at the resort?”

      “When they first arrived, they spent a lot of time away from the resort. Now they mostly stay in their room.”

      Steve could almost picture them, but not quite. “How old is Roxy?”

      “It’s sort of hard to tell.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s one of those women you can’t imagine as a girl. It’s like she’s always been wise to the ways of the world. Know what I mean? She’s probably mid-thirties, but could be in her forties.”

      His imagination played a five-second clip of what Bella described. He dragged a hand down his face to remove the image. “Yeah. I dealt with lots of women like Roxy when I was a cop.”

      Unfazed, Bella continued, “Her skin is very fair and she has brassy, red hair.”

      Descriptions ceased when Bella said, “They just came in. Do you want us to sit with them?”

      “Go tell the bartender to mix me a Virgin Mary. Tell him I’ll switch to Sprite made to look like a mixed drink. Make sure he understands he’s not to put alcohol in anything for me, but put an extra shot in the Smith’s drinks.”

      “I thought you didn’t like tomato juice.”

      “It’s an old trick detectives use. Get people lubricated, and more information will slide out of them.”

      Bella’s chair scraped as she pushed away from the table. “I’ll be right back.”

      Steve’s hunger came to life as aromas wafted his way. He identified steak on a grill and fresh bread baking. It took self-discipline to stay focused. He had an interview to complete; food would have to wait.

      Footsteps approached as Bella returned from her errand. He stood with cane in hand. “Introduce me to the Smiths. I’ll take it from there.”
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      Bella walked at a steady pace as they wove their way through tables and chairs that his cane brushed against. They slowed, and his guide spoke in her bright, airy voice. “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Smith. Did Ralph take your order for Bloody Marys yet?”

      A woman’s raspy voice replied. “Hi-ya, Bella. Yeah. Ralph’s on it today.”

      The male voice asked, “Did ya’ get a new bartender? My drink has a good kick to it. Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Steve Smiley. Next to Adam and my dad, he’s the most important man in my life. He and his business partner are here for my wedding.”

      Bella kept speaking before they could respond. “Steve and Heather found my parents. When I was a small child, a man kidnapped me and raised me as his adopted daughter.”

      “Ya’ don’t say. That’s a story I’d like to hear. Join us, if ya’ can. Skip and I ain’t got nothing better to do today than hear a good story about kidnappin’.”

      The sandpaper voice of the man said, “Yeah. Youse guys join us.”

      The accents were thicker than expected. In his imagination, Steve saw a bulky former boxer and street fighter from the blue-collar side of the Hudson River. “Pleased to meet you. Your accents tell me you hail from New Jersey.”

      “That’s us,” said Roxy. “All the way from Hoboken.”

      Bella announced, “Here’s Ralph with your drink, Steve. I’m putting it right in front of you. Do you want me to get rid of the celery stick?”

      “Please. Those stringy things always get caught in my teeth.” He allowed enough time for Bella to take out the stalk before picking up the glass and downing half of it. He settled it on the table and issued an “Ahh” of satisfaction. “I can’t think of a better way to start a day.”

      “You’re talking my language,” said Skip.

      From the sound of ice clinking in his glass, Steve believed Skip had downed everything but the vegetables and the ice.

      “Bottoms up, Steve. I hate to drink alone.”

      Bella took care of ordering a second round. As they waited for Ralph to deliver round two of what promised to be many. Roxy waved off a second drink.

      Steve needed to keep things light and get them comfortable. People usually loved to talk about themselves. “Is this your first trip to St. Croix?”

      A hesitation preceded Roxy’s response. “We try to get out of Jersey now and then.”

      He made a mental note that she didn’t come close to answering his question, so he took up where she left off. “It’s my second time to come to this slice of paradise. There’s nothing like sitting on the balcony of my room, sipping something tall and cool all afternoon, and listening to the waves and birds.”

      Skip spoke again. “Squeeze a wedge of lime in it, and you can listen to the waves until midnight.”

      Steve tilted his head toward Bella. “Is it afternoon yet?”

      “Three minutes after.”

      “Good. I feel a third round coming on.”

      “Make mine gin and Sprite,” said Skip.

      Round after round of drinks arrived at the table. Skip drank doubles while Roxy switched to water. Steve made a point of avoiding direct questions. He and Bella took turns recounting how a well-known hunter-television personality kidnapped her from the beach beyond the swimming pools.

      Bella showed she could find the good in almost any situation by stating, “I was angry at first, but I’m okay now with how things turned out, even though I was seventeen before Steve and Heather reunited me with Mom and Dad.” Her voice cracked, but only for a second. “I have Blake Brumley to thank for making me into a television personality.”

      Roxy asked, “What kind of show did you have?”

      “Hunting,” said Bella in her chipper voice. “I went all over the world filming with the man I called Daddy. We killed so many animals.”

      “Like what?” asked Skip.

      “I killed a cape buffalo when I was seven.”

      Steve added, “She’s telling the truth. The old episodes are hard to find, but they’re still out there. Search for Bella Brumley and follow the thread.”

      “Brumley?” said Skip, with mistrust in his voice. “Your parents’ name ain’t Brumley.”

      “Everyone in show business advised I keep Brumley instead of my legal name. I’m glad I did. It made the transition from hunting to fishing shows and modeling easy. I use Swenson here on the island.”

      Roxy asked, “Do you still do fishing shows?”

      “I had a show for several years. We filmed here in the Caribbean. Now I appear as a guest on other shows. There’s plenty of offers coming in. Also, I model sportswear.”

      “You’re still doing that?” asked Steve.

      “Yeah, but I’m being a lot more selective with the products I endorse.”

      “Honey,” said Roxy. “You got everything in all the right places. You’re drippin’ with innocence, and that makes men drool.” She ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “Few girls are smart enough to keep the best parts hidden away. It’s curiosity that keeps the customers coming back.”

      Steve was getting a good read on Skip and Roxy, but he wanted to see if he could mine something more specific. He heard Bella shift in her chair. When she didn’t reply to Roxy’s statement, he figured she was uncomfortable or embarrassed by it, so he asked the couple, “How long did you say you two have been here in St. Croix?”

      “A couple of weeks, this time,” said Skip.

      Steve took a long drink of sweet soda and set the glass down again. “I’m looking for a new adventure while I’m on vacation, but I have limited options. What would you recommend, Skip?”

      “I dunno.”

      Steve spoke as if he had a flash of inspiration. “Let’s me and you go parasailing.”

      “Para-what?”

      Bella explained. “It’s like water skiing, but instead of sliding across the water on skis, you strap on a parachute, and a boat with a long rope snatches you off a pier or the beach. You go up, up, and away. It’s a blast.”

      “There’re two things wrong with your idea, Steve,” said Roxy. “Skip doesn’t go near the ocean, and he’s not fond of heights.”

      Skip countered with, “Heights ain’t too bad, but I’ll leave the water to the fishes.”

      Steve intentionally slurred his words. “It took me a while to go back in the water after a double homicide I worked. We dragged a couple of guys out of the Houston Ship Channel. There wasn’t enough left of them to get a positive ID. Forensics got lucky with dental records. It turned out to be a gang killing.”

      Roxy didn’t react, an indication she knew quite a bit about him and Heather. He wasn’t so sure about Skip.

      The drinks were having their effect on Skip. He responded with a chilling chuckle. “Yeah. Ain’t nothin’ like cement shoes and a dip in the Hudson.”

      This gave Steve all the information needed to get started on investigating the couple from New Jersey. He ended the conversation by turning to Bella and saying, “I’ve been awake since two this morning. Take me to my room?”

      “What about lunch?” asked Bella.

      “I drank it.”

      This earned a hearty laugh from Skip. He added, “You’re a fun guy. Let’s drink our lunch again sometime.”

      “Yeah. Then we can go parasailing.”

      “That’ll take more than we drank today,” Skip slurred.

      Steve reached for his cane and pretended it fell in Bella’s lap. She played along. “Let’s get you to your room.”

      He leaned heavily on her until she whispered, “They can’t hear us. We’re almost in the hall.”

      “I know. The floor changed textures.” They took a few more steps, and Steve corrected his posture. “That’s better.”

      “Do you want to go to your room?”

      “Please. I need something to soak up all the Sprite. A cheeseburger and fries from room service should do the trick. Then, I’ll dictate my notes from our chat with Skip and Roxy and email them to Heather. Remind me later that I have a job for you.”
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      They stepped into the elevator, and the doors were closing when a small voice said, “Wait for me.”

      The doors whisked open again, and the same small voice asked, “Mister, why do you have a white stick?”

      “Because I can’t see. The stick helps me not run into things.”

      “You can’t see anything?”

      “Not with my eyes, but that doesn’t mean I can’t tell where you’ve been or what you’ve been doing.”

      “How can you do that if you’re blind?”

      Instead of answering, Steve said, “You’ve been swimming in the ocean. You’re wearing a bathing suit, water shoes, and a T-shirt. You also kicked a dead fish with your right foot.”

      “I didn’t kick it. I stepped on it.”

      “You also picked it up then wiped your hands on your shirt.”

      The door slid open. “I also wiped ’em on my bathing suit. You’re smart for someone who can’t see.”

      All three stepped into the hall. “Do you want me to tell you where you got those shoes you’re wearing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Right now, you got them in the hallway.”

      The boy complained as Steve laughed. “You tricked me. I thought you meant where my mom bought them.”

      “Words are tricky. They can mean more than one thing.” Steve reached out with his cane. “You can use that joke on your parents and friends.”

      “I will, but I’ll have to wait to trick my mom. It’s just me and Dad here. They’re getting a divorce. I think it stinks.”

      “Worse than that fish you picked up?”

      “Yeah. A lot worse.” He paused. “I’ll see ya’ around.” Squishy shoes padded down the hall.

      Once inside Steve’s room, Bella said, “You’d have made a great dad.”

      “Not me. I was tied to my job and would have messed up a perfectly good kid.” He took in a deep breath. “I don’t want you to worry or say anything, but I have a sinking feeling about Heather and Jack.”

      He heard the concern in Bella’s voice. “Are you sure?”

      “No, but him not coming with us is out of character.” He gathered his thoughts. “The only reason I’m mentioning it is so you don’t get blindsided if he doesn’t show up.”

      “Thanks. I was going to ask Heather what’s going on. What should I do?”

      “There’s not much anyone can do. We’ll have to let things play out. She doesn’t want to say or do anything that she thinks will upset you this close to your wedding.”

      “Have you tried to find out what’s going on?”

      He answered her question with one of his own. “If the situation was reversed and you and Adam were going through a rough patch, would you want me butting into your private life?”

      “Not until I asked you.”

      “Exactly. She hasn’t asked.”

      “How should I treat her?”

      “Ask her questions about the case. Give her your perspective on the interview today. Tell her about your plans to live in Puerto Rico and Houston.”

      “It will probably be near you, north of Houston.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “In other words, you want me to talk about anything but Jack.”

      “Unless she brings it up, that’s my plan.”

      “I understand.” She hesitated a tick of the clock. “What do you think about Skip and Roxy?”

      Steve didn’t hesitate. “They’re up to no good.”

      “Do you think they’re responsible for Nate’s murder?”

      “Ask me again a week from now. For now, I’ll give Heather something to think about besides Jack not coming with us.”

      “You don’t want me to collect background information on them?”

      Steve shook his head. “You have a wedding to concentrate on. If Jack doesn’t show up in a week, I’ll need your help.”

      Bella wasn’t one to give up so easy. “Mom’s coordinated so many weddings, she can do it in her sleep. What if I duplicate what Heather’s doing, just for practice? Who knows, I might accidentally turn up something she misses.”

      “If you do anything, keep it on the down-low. The only person you can tell is Adam. Get used to sharing things like this with him.” He slipped the key in the lock of his door. “Your parents and Heather will feed me to the fish if they find out I have you working on a case this close to your wedding.”

      Bella placed her hand on his arm. “Mom and Dad were really looking forward to selling this resort. Who will want to buy it now?”

      “It will be interesting to see who shows interest.”
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      Heather stabbed the red icon with her finger, threw her phone on the bed, and walked to the sliding glass door that opened to her balcony. She stared without paying much attention to the people frolicking in the pool. Beyond that noisy group, she noted the small waves that scurried to shore and retreated just as fast. They reminded her of a young child who bravely approached the tiny waves, only to run back to their mother when the next one threatened.

      Her thoughts were back in Conroe, Texas, where Jack lived and practiced law. She turned and gave her phone one more hateful look. It had betrayed her by not being able to connect with her betrothed. Deep down, she knew it was childish nonsense to think her phone was the culprit, but just like a child, she wanted something, or someone, to blame.

      “Snap out of it,” she said to herself. The words came out sounding as hollow as a drained coconut. Disgusted with herself, she spoke out loud. “I’m a successful woman, not given to flights of fancy or irrational thoughts. Pull yourself together and do something constructive. Call Steve and see what progress he’s made.” Li Jing’s face came into her mind. “At least I’m not sitting in jail with a murder charge hanging over my head.”

      She picked up the house phone and called Steve’s room. He answered on the fourth ring. She didn’t give him a chance to speak. “Are you in your room?”

      He chuckled. “You used the hotel phone.”

      The palm of her left hand struck her forehead. “Sorry. Are you sleeping?”

      “I’m good at sleeping and talking, but not at the same time.”

      “Please don’t make fun of me. I just woke from a bad dream.”

      “I’ll open the door. Bella and I had a long talk with Skip and Roxy Smith. I’ll fill you in.”

      Heather scooped up her phone, told Max to come with her, and made for the door. The chubby cat didn’t move until she spoke in a voice that brought to mind the stern headmistress of one of her boarding schools. “Max! Get up! We’re going next door to see Steve.” That roused him, and he jumped off the bed.

      The two arrived, and Max announced himself by rubbing against Steve’s leg on his way to the king-size bed.

      Steve’s return greeting came with a hint of camaraderie. “Make yourself at home, Max. It feels like nap time for me, too.”

      Heather went straight for the couch. She kicked off her sandals and sat with her legs tucked under her. Steve took a club chair sitting at a forty-five-degree angle from her.

      “Do you want to go first?” he asked.

      “I tried three times to call Jack with the same result each time. All calls are going to voice mail. I also called his office. Another recorded message. I can’t imagine why his mother doesn’t answer. She has caller ID and knows it’s me.”

      “You’re assuming she’s there. There are a thousand reasons for her to be gone.”

      Heather wasn’t in the mood for a logical response. “Jack’s supposed to be here with me, and his mother was looking forward to reworking her files without so many interruptions.” She released a huff of frustration.

      “Uh-huh,” said Steve, which meant absolutely nothing other than he heard what she said and acknowledged it. “You sound like a frustrated executive. I suggest you take off your business hat and put on a fedora with a pulled down brim. It’s time to think like a detective.”

      As usual, Steve was right. The romantic vacation wasn’t cancelled, only delayed.

      Instead of asking anything more about Jack or his mother, Steve launched into a monologue that began with, “Bella and I made progress at lunch. I pretended to get tipsy by downing eight virgin mixed drinks while Skip stayed up with me, swilling double shots of the hard stuff. It loosed his tongue enough for us to find out some interesting tidbits.”

      “Like what?”

      “They’ve been here for two weeks.” Playfulness crept into his voice. “They’re up to mischief and malfeasance.”

      “What kind?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but they have all the makings of a madam and her bouncer. Perhaps they’re looking for a new hotel or resort to ply their trade.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “They’re from Hoboken, New Jersey and were on the island earlier this year. Bella says they spent the first few days since their arrival going to town. Every morning they’d leave and not come home until evening. For the past week and a half, they’ve stayed here, spending most of the day in their room. I need you to do a complete background check on them. You still have old college buddies in the State Department, don’t you?”

      “Plenty of Princeton graduates end up there. So?”

      Steve let out a huff of frustration. “Do I have to spell it out for you? We need intel on Li Jing. Who is she? Who does she work for? Does she have hotshot attorneys trying to get her out of jail? If so, who’s paying the tab?”

      Heather stood and paced a path from the couch to the patio door. She made two laps and stopped. “Sorry. I’m having a hard time shifting gears.”

      His words came out seasoned with determination. “I’m trying to find someone to help me with a murder investigation. If you can’t, I’ll ask Bella.”

      “You can’t do that.” Her voice held all the charm of a snapping turtle.

      She shook a finger at him. “Don’t overplay your hand.”

      “If you want to waste your time, that’s up to you,” said Steve in a marginally less combative tone. “By the way, I have one more job for you.”

      “You do it. My dance card is full.”

      His response came back with staccato words, much quicker than his normal cadence. “I would if I could, but I can’t, so I won’t.”

      She chuckled. “I haven’t heard that since I came back from a summer session in Switzerland when I was fourteen.”

      “Fifth grade for me,” he said with a sly smile. “We peasants must have been ahead of the aristocracy with stupid sayings.”

      “Enough,” said Heather with a laugh. “Tell me what you need me to do.”

      “Find Judith Tovar, and take her on a walk tomorrow morning.”

      Heather wondered why she hadn’t thought to do it without Steve’s prompt. “She’s the woman who was with Bella when they found the body.”

      “Bella told me she’s been at the resort all summer. Find out why and anything else you can get her to divulge.”

      Heather went back to the couch but didn’t sit. In a mocking tone, she asked, “And what will you do while I’m working my fingers to the bone?”

      “Lonnie emailed me a list of four other people who’ve been here longer than four weeks. I’ll complete background checks on them.”

      “Is that all?”

      “No. Leave Max here. We both need a nap to shake off the effects of jet lag.”

      Heather huffed. “I can’t spend a full day with my cat?”

      “We both need our beauty sleep, and he’s recovering from a drug overdose.”

      The banter with Steve acted like a shot of B-12. It was good to smile and to have action replace emotions. This was therapy from the grind of high-stakes business that came at no cost.

      Once back in her room, she put her phone on the desk and asked it nicely to ring extra loud if Jack called. She did her best to put thoughts of him away and made a list of the tasks Steve asked her to complete. Her first call went to Bella.

      “Heather. What’s up?”

      “Were you planning to walk with Judith Tovar in the morning?”

      “She called me five minutes ago. I told her the police tape was coming down and we could get back to normal if she wanted. She said our walks started her days off right.”

      “Can you come up with an excuse for me to take your place tomorrow? Steve wants me to find out what I can for him.”

      “Why didn’t he ask me?” Her voice had a tinge of hurt to it.

      Heather contemplated telling a half-truth, but this was Bella. Their relationship was based on trust. “Steve knows I’m having trouble shifting from business to detective. He’s keeping me busy with a list of things to do. Interviewing Judith Tovar is one of them.”

      “Now I understand,” said Bella, as if she’d solved a great mystery. “Steve’s filling your day so you won’t worry. I’ll tell Mrs. Tovar I can’t come, but I’ve found a replacement.”

      “What time and where do I meet her?”

      “In the lobby at first light. She’ll want to have a cup of tea. It’s a ritual with her.”

      “Before you go,” said Heather. “How about you and Adam having dinner with me and Steve tonight?”

      “Sounds great. Adam knocks off as soon as the stock market closes in New York. I’ll go out and catch something for supper. Do you have any preference for the type of fish?”

      “Now you have me drooling on my computer. Are you sure you can catch something?”

      Her laugh sounded like the tinkle of a small bell. “Don’t you remember? I had a fishing show. If they don’t bite what’s on the hook, I’ll put on flippers and a mask and go after them with a spear gun. The reef at the mouth of the cove is our fish market. It stays fully stocked and open all day.”

      Heather let out a sigh. “I can’t believe your parents want to leave this place.”

      “They need to,” said Bella. “After having to rebuild after two Cat 5 hurricanes over the years, I don’t think they could stand to do it again.” She paused and added, “Sometimes things aren’t as perfect as they appear.”

      Heather swallowed hard, told Bella she had other calls to make, and bid her good luck fishing. She picked up her phone and searched the contacts for the name of an old Princeton buddy. Ten minutes later, she disconnected the call after receiving a commitment to call back in a day or two with information on Li Jing.

      She looked in the mirror and didn’t like the image looking back at her. Her right hand brought a sample of her auburn hair around to where she could inspect it. As suspected, the split ends hadn’t snipped themselves. She leaned into the mirror. Her eyebrows needed plucking, and her nails reminded her of a crab’s claws. Her body could use a complete overhaul. Grabbing the guest services book, she removed the hotel phone’s receiver and punched in the numbers for the spa. A cheerful voice gave the response Heather wanted to hear. “Yes, Ms. McBlythe, Bella told us we might hear from you and you’re in luck today. We can fit you in this afternoon. That’s a massage, facial, manicure, pedicure, and haircut. Anything else?”

      “If I missed anything, I’ll come back for it tomorrow.”

      “We look forward to serving you, Ms. McBlythe.”

      Heather placed the receiver back in the phone’s cradle. “Bella read me like I was a children’s book. She knew I needed pampering. Let’s see if it gets me out of this mindset of work I’ve been in.”

      The ringing of her phone sent her scampering to answer it. Partial disappointment followed her eager expectation. She engaged the phone’s speaker and said, “Hello, Father.”

      “With that flat tone, you must be in the middle of something unpleasant. Should I call back?”

      “Sorry. I thought you were Jack.”

      “He’s not with you? I thought you were flying to St. Croix together.”

      “Steve and I came a week early. Knowing Jack, he’s filled his calendar with appointments.”

      A pause followed. She broke the silence by saying, “This probably won’t come as a shock to you, but there’s been a murder here at the resort.”

      Her father’s first response was, “Oh, dear.” He moved on quickly. “I’m always amazed at how you and Steve sniff out homicides. It’s like you have some sort of magnetic attraction to them. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Heather wracked her brain, and a thought bubbled to the surface. “Do you still have that private detective from New York on retainer?”

      “Of course. She’s saved me millions over the years. You know how important it is to do thorough background checks on people before entering into business agreements. Who do you want information on?”

      “There’s a couple staying here at the resort. Steve had a long lunch with them today and believes they’re up to something nefarious. Their names are Skip and Roxy Smith, and they claim to be from Hoboken. That’s likely an alias last name, but Roxy and Skip should ring a bell with someone on the west side of the Hudson.”

      “Do you have a physical description?”

      “I haven’t met them yet. Steve described her as a madam and him as her bouncer.”

      Her father let out an uncharacteristic laugh. “Leave it up to you and Steve to find colorful characters. I’ll get on this immediately.”

      “Not so fast, Father. Was there a reason for your call?”

      “How foolish of me. I was so caught up in your world of cops and robbers that I forgot to tell you to check and see if Bella would mind if I could pay a visit to the resort. There’s a rumor floating around that her parents are selling. Are you looking to buy it?”

      “I wasn’t aware it was for sale until yesterday. I think I’ll take your advice about not doing business with people I have close emotional ties with.”

      Heather only waited long enough to take a breath before she said, “Why don’t I talk to her parents and get back to you? The prospective purchaser of the resort is the victim of the homicide we’re investigating. If they’re open to other bids, when do you want to come?”

      “How does mid-week sound? I’d like to spend some time with you, if you’re not too busy.”

      “That should work out fine. If no room is available, I’ll book you into another hotel on the island.”

      “Speaking of rooms, I’ll need three.”

      “I thought your pilots always shared a room.”

      “They do. The other room is for Zhang Min, my new personal assistant.”

      A knot formed in the spot right above her stomach. “When did you get a female personal assistant?”

      “She’s a recent addition. I thought I told you.”

      After some parting words and promises to accomplish tasks from both of them, the call ended. She picked up a framed photo of Jack and spoke to it. “I might as well be a bat the way I’m being kept in the dark. First you, and now Father. I wonder what Steve’s not telling me?”
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      The combination of the pampering, an excellent meal of freshly caught fish, light conversation with Steve, and seeing Bella and Adam so desperately in love had Heather in a better mood. Steve stated the obvious. “The spa made an almost new woman out of you.”

      The server removed her plate, which held only the skeletal remains of Bella’s ability to put food on the table. Heather pulled her glass of white wine toward her but didn’t lift it. The relaxed atmosphere made small talk easy. “The masseuse had hands like padded vice grips. She said a troop of boy scouts must have practiced tying knots in my back and shoulders.”

      “She’s the best,” said Bella. “I go to her at least once a week.”

      Adam added, “Twice a week for me, every Wednesday and Friday. After staring at computer screens and making quick decisions all day, I know all about knots in shoulders.”

      Heather saw Bella’s right hand move under the table, no doubt resting on Adam’s thigh. His left hand disappeared. A passing thought of Jack came to mind.

      Steve spoke next. “I’m still not sure how you make such a good living day trading.”

      Adam sat up a little straighter. “It all boils down to knowing how to read financial charts and trusting in percentages. Programs based on algorithms do most trades. I trained my mind to think like a computer programmer. It’s all about making decisions based on probabilities.”

      “It sounds like counting cards at a blackjack table.”

      “Same principle, but I have better odds. If I read the charts right and don’t get greedy, there’s a seventy-five percent chance I’ll make money on my trades. History may not repeat itself exactly, but it comes amazingly close.”

      Heather didn’t know why, but that thought stuck in her mind. She shrugged it off and kept listening.

      Steve asked, “How many trades do you make in a day?”

      “It varies, but not more than a couple dozen. I study the charts, make an educated guess as to the probability of a stock making a significant move up or down and either go long, go short, or don’t put in an order.”

      “You lost me,” said Steve.

      “Stocks are in an almost constant state of flux. I look, with the help of sophisticated computer programs, for big potential swings either up or down in value.”

      “How long do you hold on to a stock?”

      “As long as the charts tell me to. Sometimes, I unload them after only a few minutes. I program my computer to put in buy and sell orders. If a stock I own dips below a certain point, it automatically sells. I take the profit and minimize my loss.”

      “Can you program it to buy a stock?”

      “Sure. That’s a buy order. The human element comes into play when I decide how much risk I want to take. I’m fairly risk-averse, so I’d rather make a bunch of small gains than shoot for the moon on one or two stocks. That’s how people lose their shirts. My investment strategy is to get in, take a small gain, suffer a minimal loss, and not count the money until the end of the day.”

      Once again, something about Adam’s statement struck a chord. It was off-key and grated on her soul. She shook it off and asked, “What about selling short?”

      “That increases your risk because it’s a leveraged investment. I always have a conservative stop order in place. The first rule is to not lose more than you’re prepared to lose.” Adam gave her a quizzical look. “You know about day trading. Have you ever tried it?”

      She forced a smile. “As far as investments go, I’m more comfortable with tangible assets.”

      Steve put a quick end to talk of finances when he looked at Heather and asked, “Did you take care of getting the ball rolling on the things I asked you to do?”

      Heather finished taking a sip of wine. “My friend in the State Department is getting us information on Li Jing, Bella set up a walk-and-talk with me and Judith Tovar early tomorrow morning, and I spoke with Father this afternoon.”

      Steve asked, “How’s Dad?”

      “You can ask him in a few days. He’s coming with his new personal assistant.”

      Steve tilted his head. “There’s disdain in your voice.”

      She knew better than to deny it. “Her name is Zhang Min.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yeah. ‘Ah,’ is right.” She filled her mouth with wine.

      Bella challenged her with, “So what? It makes sense for your dad to have a competent woman as a personal assistant.”

      She didn’t have an adequate answer, only a feeling of resentment. After all, her mother had been dead for less than a year.

      Steve came to her rescue. “What else did your father have to say?”

      “He heard through the grapevine that this resort is for sale, and he wants to meet with Lonnie and Ingrid.”

      “That’s great,” said Bella. “Can he come for the wedding? I know I should have invited him, but assumed he was too busy. He’s so sweet.”

      “Shrewd and sweet begin with the same letter,” said Heather with a voice intended to convey caution.

      Still reeling from the thought of her father in such close proximity with another woman, Heather changed the conversation. “Steve, I put Father to work on another task.”

      “Oh?”

      “He’s contacting a PI in New York City that he’s used for years.” She motioned for Bella and Adam to lean forward then whispered, “Father’s asking her to find information on Skip and Roxy.”

      Steve lifted his chin and made his volume match hers. “Good thinking. There’s something fishy about the Smiths staying here indefinitely. I could see them wanting to escape a cold winter, but not August. It’ll be interesting to find out who they really are and what they’re doing here.”

      “What makes you say that?” asked Adam.

      Bella answered before either she or Steve could. “They never leave their room, except to eat lunch. Why come to a resort known for sun, snorkeling, and fun if you’re going to stay in your room?”

      Steve added, “I look at crime the way Adam looks at investments.”

      “How so?”

      “Probabilities. You’ll understand when you meet them. Everything about them screams big city hustlers, but here they are on a tiny island. The permanent population of St. Croix could fit into a couple of city blocks where they come from.”

      Adam’s dark eyebrows arched to form a question. “What’s their reason for being here?”

      Steve shrugged. “That’s one of the questions we need an answer to.”

      “Surely you have an educated guess.”

      Steve hooked his finger into the handle of his coffee cup. “They’re running from something illegal or to something illegal. Either way, it spells trouble.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as you were on your last trade of the day. About seventy-five percent.”

      The unexpected hand on Heather’s shoulder preceded a soft yelp. She spun in her seat, hoping to see Jack. Instead, a man from her past looked down at her.
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      “Hello, Heather. Remember me?”

      Her hope that the hand belonged to Jack dissolved faster than a sugar cube in a pot of boiling water. “How could anyone forget you, Jim?” She composed herself and passed out introductions. She hadn’t seen Jim McCloud in years.

      After they exchanged names, she added details about how they knew each other. “Jim is an entrepreneur I’ve had dealings with.”

      “Heather’s too modest,” said Jim. “She beat me to the punch on a hot deal in Florida three years ago. In fact, she has a habit of either beating me to the finish line or driving the price up and making me pay more than I should.”

      Heather didn’t correct his half-truth. She’d won most deals by outworking him, offering a fair price, and sealing the deals before he could counter her offers. The second part was mostly true. She enjoyed seeing him pay a fair price. Jim McCloud was a bottom feeder, always looking for the next big deal and to get it cheap. Her mind swirled with reasons why he was at the resort. Two possibilities came to her, and she didn’t like either of them.

      All this was running through her mind when he said, “I don’t want to interrupt your evening. Perhaps we could have breakfast tomorrow and catch up. I hear you're getting married. Congratulations.” He counted the chairs and stated the obvious as a question. “Your fiancé isn’t here?”

      She put on her best smile. “Thanks, Jim. Breakfast would be fine. I’ll meet you here at eight.”

      He gave her a wolfish grin. “It’s a date.” He paused only for a tick of the clock. “Sorry. Just a figure of speech.”

      She issued a nod of dismissal. He took the not-so-subtle hint to leave and gave a parting smile. She monitored him out of the corner of her eye as he walked to the door, opened it, and joined the festivities at the outdoor bar.

      “That’s interesting,” said Steve.

      Bella spoke up. “I don’t trust him.”

      “You’re an excellent judge of character,” said Heather.

      “Why did you agree to have breakfast with him?”

      Steve answered for her. “It’s no coincidence he’s here. Heather needs to find out why.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Adam.

      Heather leaned forward again. “There are two properties for sale on this island that he might be interested in.” She looked out the window toward the bar on the patio. “He’s an opportunist in every sense of the word. You can bet he’s looking to scoop up one of them below value. I need to find out which one he’s looking to steal. Sorry, I should have said purchase.”

      Bella spoke with confidence. “It won’t be this one.” She looked at Adam. “Come on. We’re going to warn Mom and Dad there’s a snake on the island.”

      The young couple pushed back their chairs. Bella gave Steve a kiss on his cheek, then Adam took her hand and led her out of the dining room.

      He waited until they were out of earshot before saying, “I hope she doesn’t outgrow doing that.”

      Heather considered how little physical contact Steve received. It also occurred to her that he hadn’t mentioned Kate. Had something happened with their relationship? If so, how could she bring up the subject and make it sound natural? She engaged in small talk about the quality of the dinner until she felt enough words had passed before she broke the seal on a new conversation. “By the way, Steve, how’s Kate?”

      “I fired her.”

      “What?”

      Her memory went back to Miami where they first met Kate, a successful author, when she and Steve spoke at a writer’s convention and also solved a murder. Steve and Kate had a chemistry of sorts, and he became interested in writing about some of his experiences as a homicide detective in a fiction format. At the end of the conference, Kate offered to mentor him. A few months later she invited him to South Padre Island, Texas for a working retreat and it seemed a romantic relationship was in the cards. It began like a romance novel until someone murdered Kate’s abusive ex-husband and the police arrested her. Steve solved the case, but what should have been a storybook vacation left Kate traumatized. They’d agreed to go their separate ways.

      When Heather’s mother died suddenly in Boston and she had to leave in the middle of a case, Steve asked Kate to be his ‘eyes’ so he could finish the case. Heather thought the two of them might be able to regain a more personal relationship during that week, but again Kate left town and returned to Florida. Things had been status quo with them ever since.

      A chuckle brought her back to the present, and told her she’d fallen for one of Steve’s favorite tricks. He’d say something so outlandish that it caused her to overreact. She pushed her glass of wine away and folded her hands on the tablecloth. “Now that you’ve had your fun, tell me what’s going on with Kate.”

      “Not that much to say. You and I were in a drought of cases to work, and Kate’s schedule filled up. She didn’t have time to give me feedback on my writing. When I said I fired her, I was only half kidding. I joined a writer’s group of guys like me who used to be cops. I’m looking for a new editor and writing coach.”

      Heather realized again how busy she’d become in trying to maintain profits with her various business pursuits. She also believed there was more to the story of Steve and Kate than he told her. What could have caused a rift in what seemed like such a perfect match? She took a stab in the dark. “Is Kate dating someone else?”

      Steve cleared his throat. “You’re still very good at reading people. How did you know?”

      “It was a wild guess.” She paused. “Are you all right?”

      “It’s been a couple of months since she told me. I still have my memories of Maggie, and that’s the happy place I go to. Kate and I were having a junior high romance compared to what Maggie and I had for over twenty years.”

      Heather swallowed a lump. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to talk to.”

      “Max is a good listener.”

      Another thought sped through her mind like a bottle rocket zooming skyward. “Is Kate coming to Bella’s wedding?”

      “That would be awkward for her and her new husband.”

      The gasp that exploded caused heads to turn. She was too stunned to speak until she heard Steve laughing.

      “Got you again.” He leaned forward. “Kate’s dating a fellow editor, but I don’t think she’ll ever marry again. I’m happy for her. She and I parted as friends. Sometimes that’s what life gives you.”

      She wasted a perfectly good glare on him as he continued to chuckle. Finally, she managed to eke out, “You can stop with the shock treatments. I get what you’re trying to tell me. Life goes on no matter what happens.”

      He nodded. “Let’s you and me solve a murder. What do you say?”

      “I like the sound of that. If Jack dumps me for some hot blond, I’ll still have Max, my business, and the occasional murder to solve.”

      “Speaking of the murder to solve, do you have questions lined up to ask Judith tomorrow morning?”

      “Not yet. Let’s brainstorm.”
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      The alarm caused Max’s ears to twitch, but he didn’t lift his head from the pillow. Heather pulled a hand down his back, to his ample rump. “Sorry about the rude noise. Mama has work to do.” She closed the bathroom door behind her before turning on the light. Her pre-dawn preparation included cleaning her teeth, brushing the tangles out of her hair, securing it with a scrunchy, and slapping on just enough makeup that her eyes didn’t resemble a raccoon.

      She left the bathroom door cracked open to give her light to find her new yoga outfit, socks, and tennis shoes. It was still dark when the door to her room closed behind her. She trod down the hall and took the stairs to the lobby. A bleary-eyed desk clerk wished her a good morning and invited her to partake of coffee or tea on the table in an alcove. Cookies were also available, but it was much too early for something so filled with calories.

      With a to-go cup of coffee in hand, she made her way to a chair that allowed her to see the elevators and a full view out of an east-facing bank of windows. The first rays of sunshine split the starry night, chasing the celestial fireflies away. She had to admit that a brisk walk was a delightful way to start her day.

      A loud ding from the elevator interrupted her enjoyment of the hot cup of dark roast and the world coming to life. She stood. The metallic sound of a walker’s wheels accompanied a woman she judged to be in her late forties. Bella’s brief description had missed the mark. She might be sweet, but wasn’t the seventy-something Heather had in mind.

      The woman wore a billowing moo-moo that covered her from throat to pink tennis shoes. Taller than expected, Judith Tovar walked upright with better-than-average posture.

      “Mrs. Tovar?” asked Heather.

      “It’s Judith, and you must be Heather McBlythe. Bella told me you’d be here bright and early.” She studied Heather with keen gray eyes. “She wasn’t kidding when she said you’re a beautiful woman. What I’d give to have a mane of auburn hair like yours.”

      “Don’t look too close. I found the first weed of gray creeping into the garden and uprooted it without mercy.”

      This earned a laugh, followed by Heather saying, “Bella tells me you start your day with a cup of tea. I’ll be glad to get it for you.”

      “Keep looking at the streaks of daylight. I’m particular about the amount of cream and sugar I put in it.” The teeth revealed by her smile looked like they should belong to someone much younger. “I guess that makes me a fussy old woman.”

      Judith left her walker at the end of the couch and walked slowly to the table holding hot beverages. She returned to the couch and put down her cup. She offered a word of explanation. “I need surgery, but I don’t trust doctors. The walker is handy for taking long strolls. I can hobble around all right as long as it’s not far. And I’ve found this thing is handy for being assured I have a place to sit. Most people these days are still quite courteous to someone with a walker.”

      “It also has a nice bag attached with pockets,” said Heather. “That must come in handy.”

      “Yes, I brought us each a bottle of water.” She settled in a chair and took a tentative sip from the steaming cup.

      Heather knew better than to ask probing questions too quickly, so she waited for Judith to speak. It didn’t take long.

      “Bella talks about you and Steve often. She’s very fond of you both. I feel like I already know you.”

      “She’s a very special young lady.”

      “That’s what she says about you. I didn’t believe her, so I got online and did some checking. McBlythe Enterprises is quite the organization. Bella says you’re a genius businesswoman.” Judith took a breath. “And you’re a former police detective and an attorney.”

      “You know all about me.”

      “Not everything, but more than enough to admire your accomplishments.”

      “I was fortunate to come from a wealthy Boston family. Business is in my blood.”

      Heather needed to change the conversation. “How long have you been here at the resort?” It was a question she already had the answer to.

      “Several weeks.”

      Judith’s answer was technically accurate but truncated and not precise. Heather let it slide and didn’t press her. Instead, she asked, “Where do you call home?”

      “I’m a world traveler.” She took another sip of tea. “My husband died four years ago. His work took us all over, and I developed a severe case of wanderlust.”

      “I know what you mean. My businesses keep me globe-trotting. It’s fascinating to experience other cultures.”

      Judith looked around the room before her gaze settled on the view out the window. “Have you ever seen such a perfect cove?”

      “Too bad there isn’t a dock to provide services to yachts and sailboats.”

      Judith shifted her gaze from the view to Heather. “The reason there are no sailboats of any size is the barrier reef at the mouth of the bay.”

      A nod of her head showed Heather understood. “Hmm. Yes. If the barrier reef were gone, and larger boats were allowed in, that would spoil the feeling you’d landed on a deserted island.”

      “You can’t help it, can you?”

      “Help what?”

      “Thinking of ways to make money. You imagined blue-water sailboats in the bay. Like you said, it’s in your blood.”

      Heather considered her response before speaking. “It’s a blessing and a curse, but this resort isn’t one of my projects.”

      “Why not? It’s an open secret that Lonnie and Ingrid are going to sell. In fact, they all but had it sold to a local man—the one killed in the parking lot.” She shivered. “I’m glad the police caught the culprit so quickly. I don’t think I could sleep knowing a killer was among us.”

      Heather finished her coffee and noticed Judith’s cup was empty. “Are you ready for our walk?”

      “It will be more of a stroll than anything approaching a cardio workout.”

      “Perfect. I’m on vacation.”

      Judith’s squinting eyes told Heather the woman didn’t believe her last statement. She was right. There was a murder to solve.

      The walk went as Heather expected, a slow and relatively quiet stroll around the parking lot. With wheels on the front legs of the walker and plastic slides on the back it glided across the pavement with only a slight rattle.

      Heather slowed to a stop when they reached the spot where Nate Johnson breathed his last. Police had attempted to remove the puddle of blood, but the bleach water left a telltale shadow on the asphalt. “Such a shame,” said Heather as she looked down.

      “What’s a shame?”

      Heather pointed. “This is where Nate Johnson died. Don’t you recognize it?”

      “I didn’t get this far.” She pointed. “Bella saw him first and told me to get back.”

      “Did you notice anything else? People remember little things after the shock wears off.”

      Judith shook her head. “It was a morning like so many others. The weather was perfect with a gentle breeze, and the sun looked like a big red ball rising in the east. I knew when Bella told me to get her dad that something was wrong. The police questioned me, but I couldn’t tell them anything.”

      The response seemed genuine. As Heather and the woman continued on the circuit of the parking lot, Judith became more verbal. “Did you notice the scratch on the car door in the space next to where they found the body? It amazes me how careless people can be.”

      Heather nodded. “Rust is forming in it. That means it’s nothing recent.”

      Judith stopped and looked at her. “I can see why you’re a good investigator. You looked past the marks and noticed the rust. It must take a detail-oriented person to be a good detective.”

      Judith continued walking and switched to rambling on about the flora and fauna of the island and the resort in particular. She had an encyclopedic knowledge of plants and carried the conversation. Heather tuned her out as they rounded the last row and headed back to the hotel. Her mind had already switched to questions she’d ask Jim McCloud.

      As they approached the hotel’s entrance, Jim came jogging toward them. “Perfect timing,” he said. “I’m staying in one of the fourplexes.” His eyes made a quick sweep of her tight yoga outfit. She wished she’d brought a windbreaker.

      He brought his gaze back to eye level. “Who’s your friend, Heather?”

      “Judith Tovar, this is Jim McCloud.”

      Jim was quick to respond. “If you’re a friend of Heather’s, you must be here on business.”

      Judith responded with a matronly laugh. “Goodness, no. I’m here to soak in the sun and pamper myself with the occasional restorative dip in the warm waters.” She pointed toward the cove. “Between the warm salt water and the excellent pool, I’m feeling ten years younger.” She lowered her voice. “Of course, I’m not senile enough yet to believe it makes me look any younger.”

      “Nonsense. I bet the men at the country club swoon every time you pass.”

      She played along. “Where were you twenty years ago when I could dance all night and be ready for whatever the day brought?”

      An awkward silence followed that Heather broke by asking Judith to join them for breakfast.

      “Thanks, but no. I take far too long making my face into something that doesn’t cause children to cry. I’ll bid both of you a good day and retire to my room. Try the egg white omelets. They’re delicious.”

      She picked up her walker and repositioned it to point toward the door. Off she went at a good pace, much quicker than the walk in the parking lot.

      Jim held out a hand like a theater usher. “Shall we?”

      “You go on and order me coffee and orange juice. I’ll join you in just a few minutes. Silly me. I forgot to bring my phone.”

      He stuck out his bottom lip. “Your phone. That means you’ll be checking emails. I was hoping we could have a quiet conversation. You’re such a worker, I doubt we’ll be able to talk if you have your phone.”

      “All calls go to voice mail, and I won’t check emails.”

      “Promise?”

      She made an X over her heart, which gave Jim the excuse to shift his gaze down. She turned before he completely undressed her with his eyes and made for her room.
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      Juice and coffee awaited Heather as she joined Jim at the table. She zipped her windbreaker and smoothed it over her hips before choosing a seat that gave her a view of the room. Instead of launching into questions, she glanced around and noticed Steve tapping his way toward them. “I’ll be right back,” she said to Jim’s questioning countenance. He saw the reason for her sudden departure and let out a sigh of disappointment.

      She approached Steve and in a mocking tone asked, “Are you checking on me?”

      “I dreamed of waffles and bacon last night and woke up chewing my pillow.”

      “We’d better feed your tapeworm. Jim McCloud and I just sat down. You haven’t missed anything.”

      “Good. You can tell me about your walk with Judith later.”

      Jim rose to his feet and put on his most convincing salesman’s face. “Good morning. Join us. We haven’t ordered yet.”

      “Are you sure I’m not interrupting some sort of big deal you two are negotiating?”

      “In my dreams,” said Jim as he glanced at her.

      Heather didn’t want to wait too long before she threw Jim a curveball, but not yet. She’d let him toss out the first pitch. He wasted no time.

      “Tell me, Heather, what projects are you working on?”

      It was a question she expected him to ask. “We’re finishing up with the development at Lake LBJ in Texas. Construction permits for infrastructure on the golf course in Belize came through last week.”

      “Did you ever get permission to build a hotel?”

      “It took longer than expected but we broke ground on a hotel and the clubhouse.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Not much. The mine in Montana is still producing decent returns of gold, silver, and other minerals we weren’t expecting to find. I also sold a property on South Padre Island in Texas.”

      “That can’t be all.”

      “Everything else is international and top secret.”

      They traded smiles and she asked, “What about you? I haven’t heard your name mentioned lately.”

      “I’ve had a run of bad luck.” He held up his hands. “Nothing serious, but not the returns I was expecting.”

      The server cleared his throat, which caused the conversation to come to a quick stop. Heather took Judith’s recommendation and ordered the egg white omelet stuffed with grilled vegetables. She splurged and added a bagel with lox. Jim had eggs over easy, ham, and toast, while Steve held true and ordered the breakfast he’d dreamed about.

      With that task out of the way, Steve took over. “It’s a shame Lonnie and Ingrid lost their buyer for the resort. They’ve invested so much blood, sweat, and tears into this place. I guess they’ll have to take what they can get and move on.”

      “That’s not what I hear,” said Jim.

      “Oh?” asked Heather.

      “You can quit play-acting. Anyone can see you have your eyes on this place. It would be perfect for your portfolio.”

      She looked him straight in the eye. “I don’t risk close friendships to make deals. There’s too much to lose.”

      Steve charged ahead with his next comment. “Heather and I are up to our necks trying to solve a murder. I need her help. She’s been dancing around the question that has both of us wondering. Are you interested in buying this property?”

      Jim’s gaze dipped to the cup of coffee in front of him. “I can’t. If I could turn back the clock three years, those high-rise office buildings in New York and California would belong to someone else.” He shrugged. “My crystal ball must have been defective. I’m having to sell them at a tremendous loss.”

      “Are things that bad?” asked Heather, with more sympathy in her voice than she thought possible.

      He looked up. “I’m not starting over from scratch, but I’m one of those guys who’s using the phrase ‘the good old days’ more than I thought I would.”

      At that moment, Heather knew that if Jim was telling the truth, he was interested in only one property on the island and that was Nate Johnson’s hotel in town. It was a big if as to whether Jim was telling the truth. She’d discuss it with Steve.

      The meal ended and they parted company from the entrepreneur on a somber note. As Heather led the way across the lobby to the elevators, she came to a sudden stop. Detective Nohr waited for them. He didn’t look happy.
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      William Nohr stated his name and confirmed theirs. Heather noted that he glanced around the room, frowning. “Is there someplace private we could talk?”

      Steve took the lead. “My room has a sitting area with a couch and chairs. Heather’s cat will want to join us, but he’s specially trained not to divulge anything he hears.”

      He replied with a brusk, “Your room will do.”

      Everyone remained silent as they boarded the elevator. The brief trip gave Heather a chance to catalog the detective’s appearance. Sandy, thin hair topped a narrow face with sharp angles. He appeared lean and athletic, without the bulk of muscles attributed to lifting weights. He reminded her of a stereotypical European bicycle rider. Because of the last name, she guessed him to be of Dutch descent, which made sense since St. Croix began as a Dutch colony. Worry lines radiated from blue eyes in a suntanned face. His hands spoke of some sort of hobby that produced callouses. His voice was soft, albeit rather brusk so far, and he seemed to be a man of few words.

      They arrived at Steve’s door, and he asked, “Would you prefer coffee or tea this morning?”

      “Tea, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      Steve chuckled. “All it takes is a phone call, and things appear like magic from the kitchen.”

      Heather retrieved Max, brought his food and water bowls, and returned to Steve’s room. Max sniffed the air as soon as he entered. He scanned the room and locked suspicious eyes on the stranger. A soft hiss preceded him scurrying under the bed and letting out a low growl.

      “Don’t pay any attention to Max’s poor manners. He’ll be in your lap once he gets used to you.”

      Detective Nohr’s eyebrows came together. “I’m not sure I have enough lap. I’ve never seen such a big cat. What kind is he?”

      “Fat.”

      At least the detective’s voice was losing some of its edge. Maybe he was a cat person. Heather responded to Steve’s comment in a terse voice. “Hush. You’ll hurt his feelings.” She turned to their visitor. “He’s a Maine Coon. They’re an exceptionally large breed, but Max is bigger than most.”

      Steve got down to business. “How is Li Jing adjusting to jail?”

      Detective Nohr stopped the question in its tracks and sighed. “Before we talk about Li Jing, I’d like to apologize for the way I spoke to you two. It was very unprofessional.”

      Steve waved away the apology.

      “No,” said the detective. “Acting in such a manner is not a minor thing with me. This has been a very hard case for me and unfortunately, others have borne the brunt of my anger.”

      Heather took over. “We understand you and Nate were very close friends.”

      Grief filled the detective’s response. “Nate was like an older brother. No matter how busy we both were, we went diving once a week. He was a wizard at fixing anything and everything. He taught me so much about construction and maintenance.”

      “That explains the callouses on your hands.”

      Detective Nohr looked at his palms. “Souvenirs of long hours and good times working together.”

      With two simple words, Steve changed the tone of the conversation. “Apology accepted.” He kept talking. “We’re on vacation. Would it bother you if we dropped the formalities when we’re by ourselves. I understand William is your first name.”

      “That’s correct, and I’m not normally so uptight. Homicides on St. Croix are virtually unheard of, much less ones involving my friends.”

      Heather moved on with a question. “How much grief is Li Jing’s attorney giving you?”

      “Plenty, and it’s attorneys. Two of them. They’re seasoned, smart, and the best money can buy. The bond hearing is this afternoon, and the judge is under tremendous pressure to release her pending trial. They’ve filed a flurry of complaints about jail conditions, including the property she may keep in her cell.”

      “Is she here on St. Croix or St. Thomas?” asked Steve.

      “St. Thomas. That’s the capital of the U.S. Virgin Islands.”

      Heather took her turn. “What are her attorneys demanding?”

      “To name a few, they say she must have her makeup as well as a supply of masks to protect her from diseases. They’re also asking for extra exercise time, longer visits, and a special diet reflective of her culture.”

      “That’s all part of their strategy. They’re willing to lose a few minor skirmishes, but they’ll save the big ammunition to hit the judge with this afternoon. Have they brought up racial profiling yet?”

      “Not yet, but I’m expecting it.”

      She rose to answer a knock on the door and spoke over her shoulder. “I don’t think you have to worry about her absconding. It’s automatic that she surrenders her passport if released on bond, so she can’t fly out.”

      “True, but Li Jing is a ghost. We know from her passport that she’s a Chinese National, but that’s where the information ends.”

      She barely heard Steve’s reaction of “Interesting.”

      The server wheeled in a cart, which put the conversation on hold but didn’t stop Heather from wondering why Steve had responded with that word. She concluded her business partner had heard something of significance. Sometimes he told her what it was, but not always. She suspected this would be one of the latter. He’d file the detail away, would continue asking questions, and observe with his remaining senses that were honed to a razor’s edge.

      As Heather checked the cart to be sure they had everything they needed, Steve surprised her again. “Did you call your buddy at the State Department to see what they can find out about Li Jing?”

      Heather upped the ante. “Yes. I think I’ll also call a friend at the CIA. He owes me favors.”

      William’s eyes opened wide. “Who are you people?”

      Steve spoke with a rural twang. “Just a couple of former detectives who like to play cops and killers.”

      Heather placed a tea bag in the pot of steaming water and let the hinged lid fall with the clink of metal on metal. “If they release Li Jing on bond, will she have to stay on St. Thomas, or can she come back here?”

      “That will be up to the judge, but we’re hoping she comes back here. We’ll want to monitor her movements, which will be much easier to do from here. All the cruise ships dock in St. Thomas, and it would be very easy for her to get lost in a crowd.”

      She poured Steve a cup of steaming coffee and put it on the table in front of him with a word of warning. “Let it cool for a while.”

      He didn’t respond to her word of warning. “William, if Li Jing is allowed to return here, do you have a plan for keeping tabs on her?”

      The detective sighed. “Not yet.”

      “We can help. That is, if you want us to.”

      “How do you propose to do that?”

      Steve reached for his coffee but drew back his hand after touching the side of the cup. “I’ll get with Lonnie, Ingrid, and Bella this morning. We’ll set up a plan to keep tabs on Li Jing if she comes back to the resort. They have a small, loyal army of servers, cleaners, lifeguards, groundskeepers, and other staff who can monitor her.”

      Heather added, “You may not know this, but Li Jing believes Steve and I are working for her. She was arrested before we could officially sign a contract.”

      William ran a hand across a smooth chin. “Did she tell you she didn’t kill Nate?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you believe her?”

      Steve answered William’s question with one of his own. “What’s the primary job of a detective?”

      Detective Nohr took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know what you’re asking and why. You want to see if my mind is closed to the possibility of Li Jing being innocent. I’ve thought a lot about that very thing since we last met.”

      “And?”

      “The job of a detective is to discover the truth. If the facts lead away from Li Jing, then I’ll change my mind about her guilt.”

      “Do you care who discovers the truth?”

      “Not anymore. That’s the second part of my apology. I let my emotions get away with me. I know you two solved Bella’s kidnapping. By the way, the book was so much better than the movie.”

      Heather said, “Call Senior Homicide Detective Leo Vega with Houston P.D. if you have any lingering doubts about us. Steve trained him, and he knows almost all of Steve’s secrets.”

      Steve picked up his coffee cup. “You can find Heather with an internet search, but be ready for a long read.”

      Enough time had passed for the tea to have properly brewed. Heather filled cups for William and herself while Steve returned his cup to the table. “I don’t know what kind of coffee they have here, but I’m taking some home with me, even if I have to smuggle it into the country.”

      William smiled. “Some of the smoothest in the world.”

      Any distrust that existed before the meeting washed out on the tide. It wasn’t long before Steve was asking questions about Nate Johnson’s hotel and who would inherit it.

      “Funny you should ask.” With a sheepish look at Heather, he said, “He left it to me.”

      “Now that is interesting. Has anyone approached you about buying it?”

      Heather looked on with her senses fully tuned in. She sensed the answer was of great significance.

      “Not yet, but I don’t imagine anyone knows. I didn’t know until Nate’s attorney called me yesterday.”

      Steve leaned forward. “We need you to trust us to do something.”

      “I can’t agree or disagree until I hear what it is.”

      Steve sat back and folded his hands in his lap. “I think it’s possible that someone killed Nate in order to purchase his hotel at a reduced price. It’s possible they stayed there recently to check it out.”

      The muscles in William’s jaw flexed. “I’ve been wracking my brain trying to find a motive. That could be it.”

      “Are you wanting to keep your inheritance a secret?”

      A puzzled look crossed William’s face. “Should I?”

      “Perhaps.” Steve took his time before moving on. “Do you have time this morning to go to the hotel and get a list of all the guests for the last three months?”

      “I’ll make time.”

      Max chose that moment to walk a figure eight around William’s legs, rubbing and purring as he went. With grace and agility that belied his bulk, the feline launched himself into William’s lap. The reaction from the detective mimicked that of so many others who’d received Max’s special treatment. “This is the softest fur I’ve ever felt.”

      Heather responded with a smile while Steve chuckled. “Email the list to us when you get it. Heather keeps her ear to the ground for investments. She might recognize a name or two of people who like to buy under market value. In fact, one person known for buying at rock bottom is staying here at the resort. His name is Jim McCloud.” He reached for his coffee again. “Until then, let’s keep it quiet that you’re the new owner.”

      Heather took over where Steve had left off. “Tell us about the hotel. Would it be a prudent investment?”

      “For the right person it will produce a nice return. It’s more like an oversized bed-and-breakfast than a hotel. The pool is the key feature and attracts those wanting to learn to dive. That was a passion for Nate and me, and he developed a great marketing scheme.”

      Heather took a sip of tea. “Are you tempted to quit the force and become a hotelier?”

      He shook his head. “I’m more tempted to sell it and put myself in a position where I could buy a first-class dive boat and start my own business. I can’t tell you how many times Nate threatened to sell the hotel so we could go into business together.”

      Steve asked, “Do you think you could take us on a tour of Nate’s hotel tomorrow?” He paused. “I should refer to it as your hotel.”

      “Not until the will goes through probate. As for going to the hotel, I’ll be glad to show you around tomorrow.” He rolled his eyes. “What am I thinking? Everything depends on what happens this afternoon in court. If Li Jing stays in jail, I can go. If she’s released, there’s no telling what I’ll have to do.”

      “We’ll play it by ear. Let us know how things turn out. Our schedules are flexible.”

      William slapped his leg in a self-loathing way. “My mind is made of sand. You don’t need me to show you around the hotel. I’ll tell Connie you’re coming. She’s been Nate’s back up for years.”

      The detective stood and thanked them for the tea, conversation, and giving him a place to start his investigation. “I’ll call you and let you know what happens today. Since I need to go to Nate’s hotel, can you arrange to have Li Jing monitored?”

      Heather answered this one. “Bella loves to play private investigator, and she’s pretty darn good at it. I think she’s getting nervous about the wedding, and with her mother in charge, there’s nothing for her to do. Setting up and supervising a team to snoop on Li Jing will get her out of her mother’s hair and calm her nerves at the same time.”

      After good-byes, the door clicked shut behind the detective, and Heather looked around for her phone. “I’ll be back to talk more about the case after I retrieve my phone.” She wanted to kick herself for being absentminded. After all, Jack might have called.
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      With quick steps, she traveled the short distance to her room and opened it with a metal key. There on her bed sat the device that kept her life in order. As usual, multiple icons flashed at her, indicating emails, text messages, and calls missed. She ignored all but one missed call.

      “Hi, beautiful. Mom told me if I didn’t call she’d disown me and quit being my secretary. Sorry, but something came up I didn’t expect.” The next words came out slow and strained. “I don’t know what to do about the mess I’m in, but I can’t discuss it long distance. It took every bit of my courage to call you this morning.”

      False levity entered his voice. “I guess you’re out doing something fun, and a voice message isn’t the best way to say what I have to say. By the time you get this, I’ll be in the air. My trip involves a circuitous route.” A long pause followed. “I’ll be there for the wedding.”

      The call ended, and she stared at the phone, her emotions not knowing which direction to fly. “Steve,” she said to her empty room. “He’ll know what to do.” She hoped it was true.
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        * * *

      

      Steve knew something was wrong by the way Heather entered his room. The insistent knocks on the door came faster and harder than usual. Max leaped from his lap. His sharp nails made scratching sounds on the tile floor as he scurried to a spot under the bed.

      Instead of asking what was wrong, he opened the door and walked back to the seating area without a word. Heather passed him, and the spring-loaded door swung closed with a resounding slam. She was already seated by the time he lowered himself into the club chair.

      He could tell by the way her yoga pants made a soft scratching noise that she’d crossed her legs and was swinging the top one with vigor. Again, he waited. It wasn’t long until he heard her phone announce, “You have one saved message… First saved message… beep…” Jack’s voice came on, and Steve listened to each word and nuance with extra care. He pursed his lips together when the phone clicked, replaced by silence.

      “Well?” demanded Heather in a no-nonsense tone. “What do you make of it?”

      Fingers laced together on his lap. “It’s reassuring in one way and troubling in others.”

      Heather snapped back. “Pardon me if I don’t join you in feeling reassured. What did he mean by being in a mess, and what’s all that about having to take a circuitous route to get to St. Croix? He said he’d be here for the wedding, but not before.” She raised her voice. He could see in his mind’s eye her holding up a single index finger. “One day. It only takes one day to get from Houston to St. Croix. You might have to change planes in either Miami, San Juan, or St. Thomas, but one day is all it takes. Not two, and certainly not over a week and a half. Isn’t that right?” She had to take a breath, but it was a quick one. “Furthermore, I can send my plane. He knows that and didn’t ask for it.”

      Steve waited until he was sure she’d spewed all she was going to for the time being. “Let’s look at the positive first.”

      “I heard nothing positive.”

      “Stop it! You now know he’s not injured or dead, and his mother is all right. Be thankful for that much. I also didn’t hear that he absolutely wouldn’t finish his task early and come join you. Did you think he might want to surprise you with an early arrival?”

      She grumbled under her breath but didn’t contradict him. He allowed silence and the rebuke to have its full effect. He’d learned a long time ago that silence could be a wonderful friend when emotions ran high. Time and silence.

      Her voice moderated a little. “What do you think he meant by being in a mess?”

      “No idea.”

      “And the circuitous route?”

      He didn’t know any more than she did, so he didn’t guess.

      “I’m going to find out,” she said with determination.

      “Can I ask you something?” It was a rhetorical question, but her answer would give the opportunity for her to think more clearly.

      “Go ahead, ask away.”

      “If the roles were reversed, what would you want Jack to do?”

      “I wouldn’t leave a message that made no sense.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      Steve took in a deep breath. “How many times in the last six months have you two talked for over ten minutes?”

      She groaned. “You wouldn’t have asked if you didn’t already know. You also know I’ve been so busy that I’ve allowed our relationship to suffer… again!”

      “Don’t dodge the question, counselor. How many times?”

      Anger and frustration flavored her response. “None. Zero. Goose egg. Nada. Are you happy now that I’ve answered your question?” She took in a breath and continued, “You win. I admit it. I’m guilty of being a workaholic. Point me to the nearest twelve-step program!”

      Steve didn’t argue with her on that point. Once again, he allowed silence to fill in the gaps of what he left unsaid. She rose and began pacing to the patio door and back, which lasted at least three full minutes.

      When she sat back down, he knew she was ready to listen without acting like a barracuda attacking a bait fish.

      She blurted out, “My emotions are telling me to go to my room, get on my phone, and find out what airline he’s on and where he’s going.”

      “Then what would you do?”

      “Once I found him, I’d have him followed to where he’s staying and with whom.”

      He allowed the proverbial dust to settle before he lowered the pace and volume of his words. “I don’t think another woman is involved.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Call it my cop’s intuition.”

      “Perhaps not, but he’s in some sort of serious trouble or he wouldn’t have said he was in a mess.”

      “I’ll give you half a point on that one. If Jack says it’s a mess, then we should take him at his word, but we don’t have any idea what kind of mess it is. It may or may not be as serious as you think.”

      She let out a quick burst of air that told him she wasn’t buying what he was trying to sell her. She followed it with, “My cop’s intuition tells me it’s serious.”

      Steve reached for the coffeepot, but made a point not to find it. He wanted to give her something to do, even if it was a menial task, like pouring a cup of coffee for a blind man. Right on cue, she said, “I’ll get that.”

      “Thanks.”

      With cup in hand, he continued. “I’m back to my original question: If the roles were reversed, what would you want Jack to do? Hire a private investigator and track you down? Before you answer this time, give it some thought. Let’s say something beyond your control popped up and completely blindsided you. Would you want to handle it face to face, or send him a text, or tell him over the phone?”

      Her voice came out in a loud whisper. “Do you know how aggravating you can be when you’re so calm and rational?”

      He grinned. “I used to drive Maggie up the wall and around the bend. She’d usually throw pillows at me.” He let out a sigh. “Then she’d calm down, and we’d make the best decision available.”

      “Right now, I think it would be an excellent decision to have Jack tracked.”

      He shook his head. “It’s your choice, but if you have him followed, you may or may not find out what his mess is.”

      “I know you're leading me to say something that’s excruciatingly practical. You want me to wait and let him tell me face to face.” She mumbled, “I may need a straight-jacket and a padded room if I have to wait that long.”

      He took a sip of coffee before answering. “Waiting is an acquired skill. Most people aren’t very good at it.”

      She let out a sigh of resignation. “I guess if the roles were reversed, I’d get peeved if he sent a gumshoe to spy on me.”

      He gave a nod of approval. “It’s not like we don’t have plenty to keep us busy. Detective Nohr will send you an email with the names of who stayed in Nate’s hotel, and you need to rattle the chain of your buddies at the State Department and the CIA. Here’s another. We don’t have a decent motive for Nate’s death. There may be some truth to what I came up with, but there’s more to the story.”

      “What will you do while I chew my fingernails to the bone?”

      “I need to get with Lonnie, Ingrid, and Bella. Something tells me Li Jing is coming back to the resort.”

      Heather’s phone came to life with a text. She read it and let out a moan. “It’s from Father. He and his new girlfriend will be here Thursday. One more straw on the camel’s back. Let’s hope I’m not meeting my future stepmother.”

      Steve placed his cup on the coffee table. “If I drink any more of this delicious coffee, I’m going to float. Let’s go down and talk to Ingrid, Lonnie, and Bella.”
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      When they arrived in the lobby, Bella was checking out a family of four. Another worker was shadowing her, watching her every move. Heather stood close enough to determine the man was a new hire and still learning the trade. Bella said, “Check out is simple. All you do is tell the customer we’ve charged any remaining balance to their card, print out their receipt, and take their room key. If they lost it or left it in their room, don’t worry. Some people keep them as souvenirs.”

      The employee seemed proficient with computers and communicated clearly and efficiently with the customers. Heather concluded he’d make a pleasant addition to the staff.

      “Who’s the new team member?” asked Steve in a friendly voice.

      “Good morning,” said Bella while flashing a model’s smile. “This is Frank Jones. He and his wife, Mary, are a godsend. Frank, these are my two favorite people in the world, Heather McBlythe and Steve Smiley.”

      Steve extended a hand. “Pleased to meet you, Frank. Correct me if I’m wrong. Did I detect a Texas accent?”

      “You’re not wrong, Mr. Smiley.”

      Heather judged the man to be in his mid-thirties. He looked trim, was well groomed, and had a friendly smile. A good addition to the resort.

      “My wife and I quit the rat race and decided St. Croix was the perfect place to work and play.”

      Bella added, “Mary started with us three months ago. Frank had some things to clear up in Dallas before he could join her. We’re lucky to have them.”

      Heather looked at Bella and asked, “Are your parents busy?”

      “Not any more than usual. They’re in the office.”

      An attractive young woman in her late twenties joined Bella and Frank behind the counter. Once again, Bella took care of introductions. “This is Mary, Frank’s wife.”

      After cordial introductions and a few lines of small talk by Steve, Heather got down to business. “We need to talk to your parents and you, if you have time.”

      “Time and sunshine are two commodities we have plenty of in St. Croix. Come down the hall to their office.”

      On the way, Heather heard Steve issue something between a laugh and a snicker. “What’s so funny?”

      His cane swept back and forth across the tile. “Nothing important. I was listening to Bella train Frank Jones. It reminded me of Leo training his new partner and how he kicked her out of the crime scene. I was wondering how he explained it to her.”

      “I doubt he did. How do you explain a blind man determining if someone was murdered?”

      He chuckled again, then changed the subject. “You take the lead with Lonnie and Ingrid.”

      “Are you trying to get my mind off Jack?”

      “I am, and I intend to continue.”

      The door to Lonnie and Ingrid’s office opened after Bella knocked. Once seated, Ingrid offered coffee or tea. Heather shook her head and spoke for her business partner. “If Steve has any more coffee, he’ll need to go through a detox program.”

      “What can we do for you?” asked Lonnie.

      “There’s a very good chance Li Jing will return this afternoon or evening. We’d like for Bella to organize some of your staff to monitor her movements. Detective Nohr doesn’t have the resources. He stopped by this morning and enlisted our help.”

      Bella squealed with delight.

      Lonnie ignored her excitement and asked, “Do you think Li Jing is dangerous?”

      Ingrid’s level of trust exceeded her husband’s. “We’ll help, and please put Bella to work. There’s nothing more jittery than a bride before her wedding.”

      “Back to my question,” said Lonnie. “Is Li Jing a threat to the guests or staff?”

      “Steve and I don’t think so. She’s a bit of a mystery woman, but she came to us asking for our help in clearing her name. That’s not the actions of a killer. I’m hoping to get information about her from high-ranking government officials. If there’s anything that makes us believe she could be a danger to anyone, we’ll do something about it.”

      Ingrid and Lonnie looked at each other and nodded in agreement the way couples who’ve been married for so many years do. Ingrid gave words to what was unspoken. “We wouldn’t have Bella if it wasn’t for you two. Tell us what you need us to do.”

      When Steve didn’t respond, Heather took over. “It’s simple. Choose some of your most trustworthy staff, those who aren’t prone to gossip, and tell them to monitor Li Jing’s movements here at the resort. We’ll need to know immediately if she leaves the resort.”

      Steve nodded while Heather continued. “Cameras are always helpful. I have some in my airplane for outdoor use. I’ll send my pilots to get them.”

      Steve issued a word of caution. “Think of this as a covert operation. That means observe and report. No snooping or asking questions. The workers are to go about their normal duties while keeping an eye on Li Jing.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Bella. “I know the ones to choose.”

      Heather’s gaze rested on Bella. “Have them report only to you. Don’t use our names. The only people who know the reason for us keeping an eye on her are in this room and Detective Nohr. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “Do you want to know who I choose?”

      “No need. You’re in charge of this operation. Let us know if your people detect anything suspicious and notify us immediately if she goes missing.”

      “You can count on me.”

      Heather and Steve stood, received hugs from Bella, and left. They made it to the lobby when Heather slowed to a stop. “What is it?” whispered Steve.

      “It’s Judith. She’s talking to a young man with two suitcases. They’re walking to the counter. It looks like he’s checking in.”

      “Describe him.”

      “Let’s get farther away so they won’t hear us.”

      Heather guided him to a spot near the front door. “He looks to be in his mid-twenties. Dark hair and complexion. A little less than six feet tall and trim. His clothes have a South American cut to them. Expensive, and I’d say the watch is a Rolex.”

      “Handsome or ugly?”

      “Very handsome in a roguish sort of way.”

      “Go to the counter and see what else you can find out. I’ll wait for you here.”

      Heather did so and stood behind Judith with her walker. The young man was signing in. She noticed the passport he used for identification.

      Judith turned to her. “Hello, Heather.” She let loose with a wide smile. “I’m here to welcome my stepson.”

      The man turned and lifted black eyebrows in a way that conveyed interest.

      Judith pressed on. “This is Juan Tovar. Juan, this is Heather McBlythe.”

      Heather issued her response in Spanish, which resulted in a wide smile.

      After a few pleasantries, Mary Jones, the desk clerk, asked, “Is there something I can help you with, Ms. McBlythe?”

      “I was wondering what tonight’s entertainment might be.”

      “I’ll check in just a moment.”

      “No need; you’re busy. I’ll let it be a surprise.”

      Heather returned to Steve. “Are you ready to go back to your room?”

      “Let’s go. I want to change and dig my toes into the sand before it gets too hot.”

      When the elevator doors closed behind them, she gave her report. “His name is Juan Tovar, his passport is from Colombia, the Rolex is real, and he’s Judith’s stepson.”

      Steve nodded, which meant he’d filed the information away. Instead of any follow-up questions, he lifted his hand and read the braille on the elevator’s control panel. “I’m interested in the names Detective Nohr is gathering for us. Let me know when you get them.”

      “What will you do the rest of the day?”

      “What I came here to do. Sit under a palm tree and listen to the waves roll in. I’ll not let another day go by without enjoying the beach.”

      “Good idea. I’ll put on my bathing suit, grab my laptop and phone, and go with you.”

      “You can take me and bring me back, but I don’t want to be anywhere near a phone. It’s time for me to think and listen.”

      “Listen to what?”

      “Nothing but the waves.”
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      “Would you like to eat supper on the patio or inside?” asked Heather as she and Steve approached the dining room.

      “Inside. I had plenty of the great outdoors. In fact, a little too much. The palm tree you put me under must have had some fronds missing.”

      “I thought you slathered on enough sun-block.”

      “Almost. The only place that cooked was my right foot.”

      Heather looked down at his sandals. “I can’t trust you to do anything. The left foot is fine, but there are red streaks on your right ankle and foot. Is the aloe vera helping?”

      “I’ll keep applying it tonight. It’s not a terrible burn and should stop stinging by tomorrow.” The pain must have brought back a memory, because he reminisced. “Every year Maggie and I would go to Galveston to celebrate the beginning of summer. She’d warn me about the sun, but I was young and indestructible. I’d come home cooked to medium-rare.”

      Voices of patrons rose and fell as they followed a hostess to the table. The clangs and clinks associated with a busy dining room reminded her of an orchestra warming up for a concert. Heather took in the aromas and wondered how many more smells Steve could identify. It was fun when she challenged him to identify what the patrons at the nearest table were eating.

      They took their seats and Steve located his silverware and napkin. He tucked the corner of the napkin under the top button of his shirt. This allowed it to cover his entire midsection and saved his shirts from the inevitable spills and drips.

      While she studied the menu, he asked, “How loud can I talk without being heard?”

      Heather glanced at the surrounding tables. “Keep it to a three or four.” It was a code they’d worked out: One was a whisper in the ear, whereas ten involved hands cupped into a megaphone to maximize a shout.

      “Got it. Did you hear from your pal at the State Department?”

      “I did, but there’s nothing to report. The relations between the United States and China aren’t particularly close these days. It raises red flags every time someone makes an inquiry. Besides the extra scrutiny, the two countries appear to be in competition to see which has the most inefficient bureaucracy.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me. It could be many days before you hear anything of value.” He sighed. “Oh well, what about your contact with the CIA?”

      “Nothing yet.”

      “And I thought the bureaucracy was bad at Houston P.D.”

      The server came and took drink orders. Heather ordered a glass of white wine while Steve had his usual iced tea. He smoothed the napkin over his midsection. “What about the investigator your father hired? Any word from him?”

      “From her. Nothing yet on Skip and Roxy Smith, but Father may wait until he gets here to give us the report in person.” She hesitated before saying, “Along with his personal assistant.”

      Steve sometimes took delight in goading her. “The way you say it, I’m expecting her to have an engagement ring.”

      Heather looked down at her left hand. It may have been her imagination, but the diamond solitaire on her finger had lost some of its sparkle. She buried her hand in her lap. “Let’s not talk about me being a stepdaughter.”

      Before Steve could respond, a soft voice floated from over her shoulder. The words carried an accent from the far east. “Pardon for interrupting.”

      Heather twisted in her seat. “Li Jing. Please join us. I’m glad you're in a more comfortable environ.”

      The murder suspect pulled out a chair and seemed to float into it. “I don’t want to interrupt your evening, so I’ll only stay a moment. As you can see, they have released me on bond. Thank you for speaking with Detective Nohr. It seems he’s open to considering other suspects.”

      Steve leaned forward with forearms on the table. “He and Nate Johnson were very close friends. All he needed was to allow his initial grief to pass, and he saw things more clearly.”

      “You’re being modest, Mr. Smiley.”

      Heather asked, “Did the amount of bail seem excessive to you?”

      “It was high, but not unreasonable. The conditions pose no hardship. I’m restricted to this island, and they took my passport. They did not require me to wear an electronic monitoring device. As you know, the reef guarding the bay means only Zodiac type boats can enter, and there’s only one airport on the island. An attempt at escape would be foolish.” She issued a sly smile. “It also doesn’t surprise me that members of the hotel staff are keeping tabs on me.”

      “You can blame us for the surveillance. Them watching you is helping the prosecuting attorney and the magistrate sleep at night.”

      Li Jing stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to my room for a long, hot shower. The jail was not a sanitary accommodation.”

      Heather stopped her from leaving with an upraised hand. “Could you meet us for breakfast tomorrow morning and share thoughts related to the case?”

      “That would be lovely. Let’s say eight o’clock?”

      Steve said, “At least one of us will be here.”

      Li Jing gave a bow, turned, and seemed to float away. Once the mystery woman was out of earshot, Heather turned back to Steve. “I don’t know how she walks with such grace.”

      “Practice. Like the diction and pace of her words, it took a lot of practice.”

      The server appeared at her elbow. “Are you ready to order?”

      She focused on the menu and quickly abandoned it. “I’ll trust the chef with his choice of grilled fish. Include a salad and fresh vegetables. No starches. Also, tell the wine steward to pair an excellent wine with the meal.”

      “Of course. And for you, sir?”

      “Dinner salad with blue cheese dressing, steak medium rare, and baked potato. Be sure to cut the steak into bite-sized pieces in the kitchen.”

      Heather shook her head and mumbled, “You’re hopeless.”

      “I’ve had fish twice a day since we arrived. At least I didn’t order a lunch-meat sandwich.”

      Heather had no response, but Steve had another question for her. “Did you receive the list of guests at Nate’s hotel?”

      “Connie sent it to me this afternoon. It seems Skip and Roxy Smith stayed there two months ago. Recently, they visited during the day, even though they were staying here. Connie said Roxy asked copious questions.”

      Steve seemed to absorb the information slowly before asking, “Anyone else?”

      “Jim McCloud stayed there a month ago. That didn’t surprise me. He has a special knack for hearing about properties coming on the market.”

      Steve pulled his hands onto his lap. “We need to expand the search at Nate’s hotel. Go back a full year and see if anyone that was here at the time of the murder stayed there.”

      Heather leaned forward. Her words came out peppered with suspicion. “I know you’re intent on keeping my mind off Jack, but don’t you think a full year is too long? Lonnie and Ingrid decided to sell only six months ago.”

      “I can’t help but think there’s at least one or two more people with eyes on this resort and possibly Nate’s.” He then gave her a more direct answer. “Start with six months. If you don’t find anyone else, then keep looking.”

      “Nine months is my limit.”

      “It’s a deal. Let’s talk about your buddy, Jim McCloud. He interests me.”

      “I’ve known him for years.” She paused. “Let me be more specific. I knew him at Princeton. We’re the same age and came from similar stock. We palled around for a while, but went our own ways in the last year of college. I became an idealist, and he liked to gamble.”

      “Las Vegas or investments?”

      “Both. He was a venture capitalist shortly after it came in vogue. Success came before we graduated. I had that big falling out with my father and became a cop until I had access to the trust my grandparents left me. His parents died and left him too much money for any twenty-one-year-old. Over the years, it’s been booms and busts for Jim. He’s in a bust cycle now, but I’m expecting him to make another comeback. He’s too smart and hard-working not to claw his way back.”

      “He doesn’t sound like a killer.”

      The server arrived with a basket of bread. Heather took a dinner roll and buttered it for him. “Bread at ten-o’clock.” She continued the conversation. “If what Jim told me is accurate, I’ve never known him to be this far down. Father may have more information about him. We can ask when he arrives tomorrow.”

      “Do you think Jim is interested in Nate’s hotel or this resort?”

      “This resort is much more his speed, but I’m not sure he has the wherewithal to make a decent offer. I’ll call my P.A. tonight. She’ll get my research team looking into Jim’s solvency.”

      Steve summed up the state of the investigation. “With all these hooks in the water, we should catch some useful information in the next few days.”

      Heather checked her phone, just in case a text came in. A light blinked at her. She mentally kicked herself for putting the notifications on silent. She brought the device to life and read a text.

      “Well?” asked Steve.

      “It’s from my personal assistant, not Jack,” she replied with disgust. “I’ll reply when I get back to my room.”

      Steve changed the subject back to the case. “I want you to call William and tell him to meet you at Nate’s hotel first thing tomorrow morning. Your father may show up earlier than you think. You need to plan for that eventuality. I’ll meet with Li Jing for breakfast.”

      Her salad arrived. She stabbed at it with her fork in an attempt to take out some frustration. The main course arrived and the meal seemed to drag on. Steve ate at his normal pace. It mercifully ended when he didn’t order dessert and suggested they get a good night’s sleep because of the busy morning that awaited them.

      A group of guests filed out the door leading to the outdoor patio. Music and laughter flooded in until the door swung shut. Instead of a night with her handsome fiancé, she’d return to her room and change into a baggy T-shirt and cotton sleep shorts.

      She rose from her seat and led Steve through the tables. They came to an abrupt halt. Into the dining room stumbled Jim McCloud, bloodied and battered. He took two steps and collapsed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple of screams from guests preceded a cacophony of voices. Heather narrated for Steve. “It’s Jim McCloud. He’s hurt. Stand here. You’re out of the way.”

      Heather was the first to reach Jim. He moaned and looked up at her through glassy eyes. “Lay still, Jim.”

      He spoke in a weak voice. “I’ll be all right.” Blood flowed from his nose onto his white shirt.

      A woman’s voice came from over Heather’s shoulder. “I’m an ER nurse. Let me look at him.”

      Heather stood and took a couple of steps back. The nurse looked up from her kneeling position. “You’d better call an ambulance.”

      “No ambulance,” said Jim in a stronger voice. “This is nothing compared to playing rugby.”

      The nurse took a long look at Jim’s eyes. “The pupils have equal dilation. That’s a good sign, but I need a flashlight.”

      Lonnie spoke over her shoulder. “I have one in the office.”

      Questions related to time, date, place, and short and long-term memory came from the nurse. Jim gave appropriate answers to each. He asked if he could sit up.

      “Not yet.”

      Lonnie arrived with the flashlight. It didn’t take long before the nurse said, “His pupils are responding appropriately.”

      Jim tried to push up with his elbows.

      The nurse gently, but firmly told him to lie back down. “Any dizziness?”

      “Not much.”

      Lonnie moved to kneel behind Jim.

      “I’m spoiling everyone’s meal. Can we go somewhere else?”

      The nurse looked at Lonnie. “Stay behind him.” She then cut her eyes to look at Heather. “Take his left arm, and I’ll grab the right. Be ready to lower him gently back to the floor if his knees buckle.” She then announced, “We lift on three. One, two, up gently.”

      Ingrid arrived as Jim made it to his feet. Concern etched her face, but she said nothing.

      The nurse had her gaze locked on Jim, as did everyone in the dining room. “Let’s take a few steps.”

      “I’m still a little wobbly, but I believe the worst is over.”

      “Take him to the office,” said Ingrid.

      The nurse agreed, but with conditions. “We go slow, just as we are. One person on each side and one behind.”

      Ingrid cast her gaze to Heather. “I’ll bring Steve.”

      Progress was slow, but that was to be expected. Jim didn’t stumble, only shuffled his feet.

      Once in the office, they helped lower him onto the couch. The nurse again peppered him with questions, shined the flashlight in his eyes, had him follow her finger with his gaze, and checked reflexes. “He seems to be all right, but I still recommend a physician check him out.”

      “No doctors. All I need is a glass of water and an ice pack.”

      Bella and Adam arrived in time to hear Jim say what he needed.

      The nurse asked, “Can you tolerate over-the-counter pain medications?”

      “Sure. And before you ask, no known allergies.”

      The nurse smiled for the first time. “You’re a quick healer.” She then lost the smile. “You’ll need someone to check your eyes every two hours throughout the night. Acetaminophen for pain. No aspirin.”

      Heather said, “I can do it. I’m familiar with what to look for.”

      The nurse gave a nod. “If there’s no sign of concussion by morning, take it easy for the next day or two. No strenuous physical activity.” She paused. “Brain injuries sometimes take a while to manifest.”

      Based on Jim’s improving condition, Heather doubted that would happen.

      Bella and Adam scurried away to get water, ice, and something for pain. The nurse followed them out after receiving thanks from Lonnie and Ingrid.

      While all this was going on, Ingrid had placed Steve in the executive chair behind the desk. “Jim, where were you attacked?”

      “On the path, about halfway between the hotel and my room in the fourplex. Someone blindsided me.”

      Steve took out his phone and spoke to it. “Call William Nohr.”

      The room went silent as everyone heard one side of the conversation. “Detective Nohr, I need you to come to the resort. Someone assaulted a guest.”

      It surprised Heather that the call was exceptionally short and cryptic. Steve refrained from discussing any details, preferring to say, “Bring your camera. Heather and I will wait until you get here to interview the victim. She’ll be available to help you process the crime scene.”

      Steve put his phone back in the pocket of his slacks. “Waiting for Detective Nohr will save Jim from having to tell his story multiple times.” He lifted his chin. “Heather, let’s go to the lobby and wait there for the police.”

      It seemed like a strange request, but she rounded the desk and led him out of the room, down a hall, and into the lobby. They settled in chairs on the far side of the lobby, near the front door.

      Steve asked, “Is anyone listening?”

      “Mary Jones is working the desk, but we’re far enough away that she can’t hear us.”

      “Good,” said Steve. “Something’s not right. I have a feeling Nate’s murder is just the tip of an iceberg.”

      “Do you think the attack on Jim is related?”

      “We’ll know more after the interview. For now, I want to sit here in silence and try to make sense of what we know so far. Leave me here, and you go back and check on Jim.”

      “Are you sure there’s nothing you need to tell me?”

      He shook his head. “It would sound like a word-salad. Nothing’s fitting together. William and I will join you in the office as soon as he arrives. Send Bella and Adam to stand guard on either end of the path to his room. I’d hate for someone to contaminate the crime scene.”

      “Good idea. I’m glad you’re still thinking clearly.” She took in a deep breath. “I need to apologize for being so distracted.”

      Steve mumbled something about there being no need. He’d already pulled himself inside his dark world of deep thoughts.

      Jim was nursing a bottle of water while holding a bag of ice over the bridge of his nose when Heather returned to the office. Bella and Adam listened with care as she said, “Go to Jim’s fourplex. Take flashlights and stay on the path. If you see anything but gravel, don’t touch it or step on it. One of you go to the door of Jim’s room and wait outside. The other stay where the gravel path meets concrete near the hotel. Don’t let anyone pass you.” She trained her gaze on Bella. “When Detective Nohr arrives, he and Steve will do a preliminary interview with Jim. After that, we’ll meet you on the path.”

      “Can I help you search?” asked Bella.

      “Detective Nohr is in charge. More than likely, he’ll want me to assist.”

      Adam squared his shoulders. “We’ll stay out of the way unless he wants our help. I’d hate to mess up an investigation.”

      “Rats. I was hoping I could search for a clue.”

      Once they cleared the door, Jim turned to Ingrid and Lonnie. “What do Bella and Adam think about you selling the resort?”

      Ingrid handled the question. “She was upset at first, but she was brought up as a world traveler. I think she understands we would like some freedom from being tied to one place. I have a feeling she and Adam will be nomads.”

      “What about you and Lonnie?”

      “We’re looking for a simpler life. I’m afraid we’re spoiled by a warm climate, so we’ll try splitting our time between Puerto Rico and Texas.”

      Lonnie issued words of clarification. “That’s assuming we get a good price for the resort. Its reputation is taking a beating with the murder and now an assault.”

      Heather thought she noticed the left side of Jim’s mouth quirk for a split second, but it could have been a shadow from the bag of ice partially covering his face.

      Small talk continued until Detective Nohr led Steve through the door. Once Steve returned to the chair behind the desk, the policeman focused on Jim. “Are you sure you’re up to answering a few questions?”
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      Heather noted that the bleeding to Jim’s nose had completely stopped. Detective Nohr spoke with even unrushed words. “Take your time, Mr. McCloud. Did someone come to your room?”

      “He was waiting on the path.”

      “He?”

      “If it was a woman, she punched like a pro boxer. All I saw was something coming at me followed by white dots.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Back up and tell us what you were doing before the sun went down.”

      “I spent the afternoon sleeping in a lounge chair and snorkeling. It was awesome. I came back to my room, showered, shaved, and took another nap. I dressed for the evening and left my room. The bar on the patio was my next stop. Three beers later, I realized I’d left my phone in my room. By then, it was dark. I walked to my room, unlocked the door, grabbed my phone, and headed back to the bar.”

      Heather interrupted. “Are you sure you locked the door to your room?”

      Jim tilted his head. “Now that you mention it, I’m not sure. I remember it closing.” He lifted his eyebrows. “I was hungry, had a bit of a buzz going.”

      “Go on,” said Detective Nohr.

      “On the way back to the hotel, I was on the path, checking emails. As you know, the plants and trees are pretty thick along the walkway. What felt like a baseball bat hit me in the nose.” He removed the ice bag. “Right here.” He continued his narrative. “I went down like a sack of potatoes. The only other thing I remember is staggering into the dining room.”

      Steve broke in again. “Did you smell anything unusual in your room?”

      “Like what?”

      “Cologne, aftershave, cigarette smoke, body odor?”

      Jim gave a slow shake of his head, then looked up. “Now that you mention it, there was an odd smell.”

      “Did you recognize it?”

      “I hate to admit it, but I did. It’s a memory from college and concerts. Someone was smoking a joint.”

      “In your room,” asked Detective Nohr.

      Jim checked his nose for blood. “Along the path, not in my room.”

      “Do you have any idea how long you were out?”

      “I don’t think I ever was. Just stunned, looking at white spots.”

      He raised his left wrist. “Oh, no!”

      “What is it?” asked Detective Nohr.

      “My Rolex. It’s gone.”

      Steve was the next to speak. “Did anyone help you get to the dining room?”

      “Not that I remember.”

      “Do you have your room key on you?”

      “I don’t know. Let me check.” He reached into the pocket of his shorts, withdrew a metal key, and handed it to Detective Nohr.

      “That’s all for now, Mr. McCloud. We need to process your room and search the path.” He looked at Lonnie. “Is there another room available for him?”

      Heather spoke up. “He can go to my room for tonight. I’ll need to check his eyes every couple of hours until tomorrow morning.”

      Ingrid took a step toward him. “Come with us, Mr. McCloud. Lonnie and I will see you to Heather’s room. I’ll stay with you until she returns.”

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “No arguments,” said Heather as the group dispersed.

      The night air seemed unusually thick. Clouds clung together, giving only occasional glimpses of moonlight. It was as if nature had conspired with the evening’s events to obscure and confuse. Who could have assaulted Jim McCloud? Why? Was it a simple robbery for his watch? Could it have something to do with Nate Johnson’s murder? Did the robber smoke a joint to bolster courage? Too many questions.

      Heather glanced at Steve, who loosely gripped her arm as they approached the path with solar-powered lamps dimly illuminating the gravel pathway to Jim’s two-story fourplex. She passed Steve off to Bella and directed her question to Detective Nohr. “Is it all right if Bella and Steve stay behind us? She brought a flashlight and might spot something we miss.”

      “They can come as long as they stay well behind us and touch nothing.”

      They scoured the path and found a couple of cigarette butts, but no signs of marijuana. Drops of what looked like blood dotted blades of a bush overhanging the path. Detective Nohr took photos before plucking off a couple leaves and placing them in a bag separate from the remains of cigarettes.

      They reached the upstairs room where Detective Nohr took the key, clicked the lock, and turned the handle. Light flooded onto the balcony. Adam and Bella stayed outside, but not Steve. “Put me inside, out of the way.”

      Heather complied and placed Steve next to a chest of drawers. He took in three quick sniffs. “Jim was partially right. Someone smoked pot in here, not on the path.”

      “I can’t smell anything,” said Detective Nohr.

      “Steve can. Bloodhounds are envious of him.”

      Heather scanned the room. It was smaller than she expected, with a lone king-size bed, a desk with chair, a single club chair, and the chest of drawers. Bella must have read her thoughts from outside the room with its door open. “These fourplexes were all that was here when my parents bought the property. They built the hotel and everything that makes this a resort after my kidnapping. It was their way of dealing with losing me. As you can see, these are for our more budget-conscious guests.”

      The search began. Detective Nohr snapped photos from multiple angles while Heather cataloged Jim’s possessions. With the tasks completed, Bella and Adam joined them and gathered in front of the bed.

      “Everything looks neat and tidy,” said Bella.

      “Too tidy?” asked Steve.

      Detective Nohr took his turn. “Perhaps. One thing’s for sure. The room wasn’t tossed like I was expecting. The person who attacked Mr. McCloud must not have had time to search for valuables.”

      “Maybe he was only after the Rolex,” said Bella with little conviction in her voice.

      “Are the curtains open or closed?” asked Steve.

      “Closed,” said Heather.

      “Anything else of interest?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Detective Nohr waited to ask Steve a question until the door was locked behind them.“Do you want to talk to Mr. McCloud again tonight?”

      “Let’s take a step back and digest what we have so far.”
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      Heather squinted as a ray of sunshine peeked through a small gap in her curtains. It was only a sliver of light, but it seemed bright as a welder plying his trade. She issued a deep moan of complaint about the interruption of a nonsensical dream and scooted over on the couch to a place where her eyes weren’t being singed.

      Looking through crusty eyelids, she noticed the covers on the bed Jim had slept in were thrown back. There was no sign of him. She then recalled rousing her patient every two hours and checking to make sure the pupils contracted to light. Once satisfied, she’d return to the couch. It was just enough activity to bring her fully awake and not able to sleep again for at least an hour.

      She now knew how it felt to be a Yo-Yo. Up and down, back and forth, on and off the couch, she’d traveled throughout the night. Thoughts pinballed between the assault on Jim, the murder of Nate Johnson, and the imminent arrival of her father with his new personal assistant. Expectations of a much-needed break from work and a peaceful vacation with Jack lay dashed against the coral reef at the entrance of the bay.

      With phone in hand, she told it to call Steve so she could confess her inadequacy of keeping track of Jim.

      “Good morning,” he said, with a voice that told her he’d experienced a night of peaceful slumber. “Jim tells me you moan in your sleep.”

      “How would he know? He barely wiggled when I checked his eyes.” She took a page out of her cat’s book of stretching after rising from sleep. Her eyes were still having trouble staying open. “I take it you’ve seen him this morning?”

      “We’re having breakfast. Want to join us?”

      “What time is it?”

      “A little after seven.”

      A yawn preceded her words. “It’s going to take a lot of coffee this morning.”

      “Go back to sleep. I have plenty to keep me busy.”

      “Like what?”

      “If I told you, you’d have one more thing to worry about. I’ll check in with you this afternoon.”

      The phone went dead, so she rolled over, facing the back of the couch where the sunshine couldn’t reach her. Sleep overtook her in near-record time.

      When the phone rang, she didn’t know how long she’d slept. She pushed a green icon and put the device to her ear. It didn’t sound like her voice when she croaked, “Hello?”

      “Are you still asleep?”

      The voice belonged to her father. “It was a long, sleepless night. What time is it?”

      “Almost eight. Steve called and told me about you taking care of Jim McCloud. You should have hired a nurse.”

      “It seemed like the thing to do.”

      “I’m bringing information on Skip and Roxy Smith. By the way, those aren’t their real names.”

      “I figured as much. Wait until you get here to tell me more. My brain feels like it’s a plate of cold spaghetti. I’ll be fully awake by the time you get here.”

      “Solve the murder and you’ll be back in the pink.”

      “Not this time. Solving a murder may prove to be the simple part of this vacation.”

      “That’s not what Steve says. You may have spaghetti brain, but he said the murder has his twisted like a pretzel. This must be a tough case. He also told me about Jim’s assault. Tell me you’re not in any danger.”

      “All right. I’m not in any danger.”

      “Don’t be flippant.”

      “Sorry. If I thought we were in danger, I’d hire bodyguards or at least get my pistol out of the airplane.” She took a breath. “Jim wasn’t seriously hurt last night. It appears to be a simple robbery.”

      “Simple? That’s not a word I associate with you and Steve or the cases you attract.”

      A yawn gave her a few seconds to think and come up with a reason to put her father off. “I really need to shower and dress for the day. I’m scheduled for fun in the sun.”

      “Ha! I doubt there’s much chance of that. You’re too much like me. I never give you the full story of what I’m doing, and you’re the proverbial chip off the block.”

      Heather spoke before she thought. “It keeps things interesting between us.”

      “That it does. I’ll see you in the dining room tomorrow morning.”

      “Tomorrow? I thought you weren’t coming until Thursday.”

      “You’re not the only one who could benefit from fun in the sun.”

      With the call ended, her thoughts rested on her father and the assistant that would accompany him tomorrow. She managed to stand with wobbling legs and looked down at her bare feet. “Start walking. There’s a lot to do today.”
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        * * *

      

      Steve asked Jim to butter a piece of toast for him. The victim of last night’s assault complied and said, “I’m glad you were here this morning. I didn’t want to eat alone again.”

      “Heather says you’re smart, handsome, and financially well off. I have a hard time believing you have trouble finding someone to share breakfast with you.”

      “I’m between marriages and on a quest to discover the next woman I’m not suited for. Any advice?”

      It was good to hear there were no residual effects to Jim’s assault. Concussions didn’t lend themselves to self-deprecating humor. Steve countered his levity with, “Plenty of advice, and it’s worth what it will cost you… nothing.”

      “That’s what I should have paid the therapists for all the good they did.”

      “Perhaps you’re trying too hard. Heather thinks that’s what’s wrong with your business dealings.”

      “Did she say that?”

      He made the sign of an X over his chest. “Cross my heart.”

      The sounds of shuffling feet reached Steve’s ears. He estimated a family of two adults, two teens, and a child walked past their table.

      Jim’s voice took on a serious tone. “Is it possible to try too hard?”

      He wondered if Jim really wanted an answer. Instead of giving him a one-word reply, he’d give him something to consider. “What do you think about Heather’s businesses?”

      The response came back with speed. “She’s brilliant, well diversified, and seems to have the world by the tail.”

      “She’s miserable. For the past six months she’s worked herself into the ground. This economic downturn is bigger than anything she’s ever faced, and she can’t stand the thought of her fortune decreasing, or even staying the same.”

      “I don’t have to worry about that happening. Mine already has.” Jim lowered his volume a few decibels. “So far, I’ve lost over half my net worth, and there’s a good possibility I’ll lose another twenty-five percent. I need a miracle.”

      “Let’s say you did lose another twenty-five percent. Would you still be in the top one percent?”

      “Barely.”

      Steve took a bite of toast and chewed slowly, allowing time to consider Jim’s words and for him to do the same. After swallowing and taking a drink of coffee, he asked, “Why do you think someone attacked and robbed you last night?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps they saw my watch and wanted it.”

      “They didn’t take any cash?”

      “I guess they got scared and didn’t take my wallet or the key to my room.”

      “They, he, or she?”

      “I’d say he. All I know is the person hit me with something that felt like an anvil.”

      Steve leaned forward. “Who knows that you’re interested in purchasing the hotel in town?”

      Jim didn’t deny the fact that he wanted Nate’s hotel, but lowered his voice even more. “It’s not the sort of thing you go around talking about. I mentioned it to a few people. I also told Heather.”

      “Why aren’t you staying there to check it out?”

      “They’re booked up with people wanting to learn to dive. That woman named Connie is pulling double-duty and doing a great job. It seems like a good investment.”

      Jim had done everything but answer the question truthfully. Even with a budget room, he could enjoy the upscale amenities of the resort.

      Deception had a sound of its own that Steve had trained himself to identify. Jim hadn’t made reservations at Nate’s hotel because he liked the life of a high-roller. What else was he lying about?

      Steve allowed about fifteen seconds to pass before he broached the heart of what he wanted to know. It was his practice to allow silence to heighten curiosity. Fifteen seconds of silence seemed longer when it interrupted the pace of a conversation. “Did the person who assaulted you also warn you not to put in an offer on Nate’s hotel? I’m guessing he left a note with you.”

      He heard Jim swallow. “How did you know?”

      “I didn’t know for sure until now. Did they really steal your Rolex?”

      Jim issued a nervous laugh. “Heather told me it was useless to hide anything from you.”

      “When did she say that?”

      “In the wee hours of the morning. She woke me up last night to check my eyes. I pretended to be too groggy to talk to her. She said you’d interview me today, and I’d better tell you everything about me coming to St. Croix and that you’d know if I was holding back or lying. I wanted to test you.”

      “That was foolish. I’m not a mind reader, but it only takes a few seconds to take cash out of a wallet. You were stunned and unable to fight back.” Steve took another sip of coffee. “Where’s your watch?”

      “In my pocket. Am I in trouble?”

      “Not enough to worry about, but if you smoke dope in your room, don’t lie about it.” He paused. “You also need to stop lying about buying Nate’s hotel. You’re here to purchase it for someone else.”

      “Jeez,” said Jim. “Nothing gets past you. What happens now?”

      Steve pulled his napkin from the front of his shirt. “Do you want to get beat up again, or possibly killed?”

      “I’d prefer not to.”

      “You have two options. First, you can catch the first available flight off the island and forget about the hotel.”

      Jim interrupted, “I don’t like that one.”

      “I didn’t think you would. Your second choice is to stay at this resort until we find out who assaulted you and put them in jail.” Steve held up a hand of warning. “If you choose that option, you must tell the people you’re representing that you’re here to relax and not purchase real estate. If you’ve made some sort of agreement with them, break it. I’d suggest you fill every waking minute of your day with recreation and your nights pursuing the elusive perfect wife.”

      Steve held up a hand to signal he had something else to say. “I have to warn you, this choice comes with risks to your safety. Take precautions.”

      “It may be difficult to court beautiful women with this busted snoz. As for the daytime activities, the afternoon sun is brutal. Can you think of anything else I might do to while away the day?”

      Steve rubbed his chin, hoping a burst of revelation came. He tapped his fingers on the table. “What do you know about day trading?”

      “I know it’s a good way to lose money if you don’t know what you're doing.”

      “Bella’s fiancé, Adam, is a day trading expert. He says he’s not nervous about the wedding, but I’m pretty sure he could use a diversion. I’ll call and see if he’ll take you under his wing. You can watch how he earns a living. It will keep you out of sight and him from thinking about the wedding.”

      Steve took out his phone and told it to call Adam Webber.

      “Good morning,” said Steve. “Are you working yet?”

      “I’m looking at the overnight activity in the markets, but I won’t start trading for another hour.”

      “I have a favor to ask you.”

      The conversation progressed, and Adam was more than willing to teach Jim the ins and outs of day trading. Steve thanked him and hung up.

      “That’s all set. Adam will ease you into the waters with paper trading until you get the hang of it. He’ll contact you this afternoon.”

      Jim rose and pushed his chair in. “Sounds good.”

      The server removed their plates, and Steve told her he’d like another cup of coffee. He’d been right about Jim wanting to purchase Nate’s hotel. Mr. McBlythe would arrive with the report from the private investigator containing information about Skip and Roxy Smith days earlier than expected. The investigation was finally progressing.
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      It was the morning her father would arrive. Heather vacillated between taking the time to wash her hair or putting it into a ponytail and slapping on a baseball cap. The thought of meeting her father’s personal assistant brought out the vanity in her, and she lathered up the thick auburn mane and scrubbed away. It seemed to take forever for the blow dryer to complete its task. She then put on extra makeup reserved for special occasions. Today qualified, but she didn’t know why.

      The thought wouldn’t go away, so she repeated the question. No answer. She couldn’t decide what to wear. A sundress of exceptionally bright colors won the flip of a coin. Should she wear the floppy brimmed straw hat. What was the use of washing her hair if she covered it?

      After checking herself one more time in a full-length mirror, she exited her room and rode the elevator to the lobby. From there, she went to the dining room and found Steve sitting by himself.

      He spoke in a kidding-serious sort of way. “It’s about time you came out of hibernation.” With chin lifted, he sniffed. “No wonder it took you so long. You washed your hair and put on perfume. A little extra makeup, too?”

      “Hush. Father and his new P.A. are walking this way.”

      “Nervous about meeting her?”

      She ignored the question.

      Her father’s warm embrace took her by surprise, but he soon pulled away to arm’s length. “The way you sounded this morning, I was expecting to see you in pajamas with your hair buried under a baseball cap.” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “Heather and Steve, I’d like to introduce you to Zhang Min. This is my daughter, Heather, and her business partner, Steve Smiley.”

      Heather inspected the woman. She was of short stature, with occasional strands of gray in raven hair. Her eyes spoke of an oriental ancestry. Without thinking, Heather gave a half bow.

      The woman returned the gesture and spoke in perfect English, yet with an accent. “Your names are forever on my employer’s lips. It is an honor to meet both of you.”

      Heather wanted to believe the woman's relationship with her father was that of her employer and nothing else. Did Zhang Min speak the truth, or was it a ploy to pretend to be a mere employee? After all, she knew her father often concealed things from her. The woman’s countenance revealed nothing.

      It wasn’t long before Steve asked, “Have you had breakfast?”

      “Not yet,” said her father.

      “Nor have I,” said Heather. “I’m sure you’re both ready for something after having to rise so early.”

      “No earlier than usual, Daughter.”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” said Zhang Min. “I must unpack Mr. McBlythe’s belongings and set up our workstations.”

      “No breakfast?” asked Heather.

      “I brought my own and ate on the way.” She removed a file folder from a valise and handed it to her father. Then she bowed, took steps back, and turned. Short, elegant steps took her away as if she glided on ice skates rather than walked.

      Heather waited until Zhang Min cleared the dining room. “She seems extremely competent.”

      “More than competent. She has the gift of anticipating what I need. She speaks seven languages fluently and can read people like a book. There’s a lot we can learn from people of the Far East.”

      Heather wasn’t in the mood to consider all the things her father might learn from this exotic creature. It was enough that she was putting his underwear and socks in a drawer. She shook off the irrational feeling of betrayal and asked, “Is that the file from your private investigator?”

      “Let’s order and we’ll discuss it.”

      “When did you receive it?” asked Steve.

      “This morning at the airport. My investigator stayed up all night completing it, and it reads like a scene from a gangster movie.”

      The server came and stood with pad and pen in hand. Heather spoke first. “I’ll have the buffet, coffee, and cranberry juice.” Her father nodded. “The same.”

      The suntanned woman with a tattoo of a dolphin on her right wrist held out her hand in the direction of a buffet offering hot and cold foods. “Help yourself whenever you’re ready.”

      Heather waited for her father to begin the conversation. A note of concern etched his words. “You’re looking tired, dear.”

      Steve broke in. “She’s still catching up from playing nurse and chief of hotel security.”

      “That accounts for the bloodshot eyes but not the worry creases on your forehead.” He focused on the area above her eyebrows. “That’s how your mother could tell you had something of consequence bothering you. I never noticed it until she pointed it out to me.”

      Heather didn’t want the conversation bogged down by her list of woes. She and Steve needed to work on the case; but how to pacify her father? “I’ll make a deal with you, Father. You tell us what’s in the file, and I’ll give you all the sordid details that are causing my worry lines.”

      “When will you tell me?”

      “Soon.”

      “Not good enough. I want to hear it all by noon today.”

      “I need to help Steve this morning. I probably won’t be here at noon.” She cast her gaze to her partner. Her father did the same.

      “Why do I suddenly feel like I’m the third person on a date? You two work this out between yourselves.”

      Her father kept his gaze on Steve. “Do you really need Heather’s help this morning?”

      “It would make the job faster, but Bella has already agreed to help me at Nate Johnson’s hotel.”

      Steve had the annoying habit of giving non-committal answers when he felt mischievous. The ball was back in Heather’s court, and she wanted to buy time before telling her father details of how Jack was acting so out of character. She lowered her voice to a somber tone and looked at her father. “I’ll tell you one thing that has me concerned now. The rest I’ll spread out to give you a chance to think about them and give me advice.”

      He pursed his lips together and gave his head a nod. “I’ll consider it a down payment and expect a second installment tonight after supper. Start talking.”

      “Very well. I’m worried about my business. It’s hit a plateau and nothing I try is working.” She expounded on the topic as he asked for occasional points of clarification.

      “You remind me of the man who went to the doctor with a sore leg and said, ‘Doctor, every day I walk ten miles and my leg hurts.’ The doctor told him to walk five miles. If it still ached after five, he was to walk only one mile. If that didn’t help, the man was to buy a comfortable folding chair and go fishing.”

      “Said the man who works seventy to eighty hours a week.”

      Her father shook his head. “Not in this economy. Only fifty hours, and I plan on cutting back.”

      Concern entered her thoughts. “My turn for a medical question. Is there something you’ve kept hidden from me? I’ve never known you to work so little.”

      “Perfect health, other than the normal aches and pains associated with the last third of my life.” He put his hand over hers. “It’s not a question of desire or stamina. It’s the simple fact that there are so few bargains. Significant downturns happen every forty years. Things go in cycles, and now it’s best to take most of your chips off the table and watch others work themselves silly and still lose.” His steely gray eyes bore into her. “I keep track of your companies and your investments. I recommend you unload some of your under-performing assets while you still can. Park your money where it’s safe and wait. For the time being, breaking even is the best outcome we can hope for.”

      Heather didn’t like what he was saying but realized he’d lived his entire life buying and selling through peaks and valleys. Still, it rankled her. He could see the future so clearly while she believed she could tweak her portfolio and keep her company growing.

      Her father surprised her when he said, “Take Jim McCloud, for example. Jim lost a good portion of his wealth and learned nothing. He’s here looking to scoop up a bargain and recoup some of his losses. He’d be much better off sitting in a lounge chair.”

      “Are you saying that the hotel in town and this resort are overpriced?”

      He raised his shoulders and let them fall. “I don’t have an opinion on those properties because I haven’t studied them yet. This much I know: unless I can purchase a property today well below its true value and sell it tomorrow for a profit, I’m not interested.” He looked toward the buffet. “I’m also saying it’s time to eat.”

      She pushed herself up. “Steve, do you want me to bring you anything?”

      He waved a hand to show a negative response.

      As was her custom, Heather restricted her breakfast to a few selections. She bypassed pancakes, waffles, and the crepe station in favor of yogurt, a fruit cup, and a bowl of bran cereal with almond milk. She walked with her father back to the table where Steve sat nursing a cup of coffee.

      Coming toward their table was Judith Tovar, accompanied by the metallic sound of her walker gliding across the tile floor.
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      Judith slowed to a stop beside their table. “I’m so sorry to interrupt you, Ms. McBlythe, but the resort is abuzz with rumors. Is it true that someone assaulted a guest?”

      It surprised Heather that Judith acted like she didn’t already know. Not wanting to add fuel to the rumor fire, she minimized the event. “The man wasn’t seriously hurt. I’d equate it to more of a snatch-and-grab.” She remained seated while her father rose. “Father, let me introduce you to Mrs. Judith Tovar and her stepson, Juan.”

      She was going to finish the formalities by stating her father’s full name and introducing Steve, but Juan broke into the conversation. “How did you know my name?”

      Judith placed her hand lightly on Juan’s arm. “Ms. McBlythe and Mr. Smiley are private detectives. Unless I miss my guess, the local police have asked for their help in finding the person responsible for the recent murder. It wouldn’t surprise me if they’re helping with the assault, too.”

      Instead of focusing on Mrs. Tovar, Heather locked her gaze on Juan and his reaction to his stepmother’s disclosure. He was an exceptionally handsome man and could easily be cast as a leading actor in a Mexican soap opera. The revelation of her and Steve’s unusual business partnership brought a sneer from the man. His countenance changed when his gaze swept over her. It reminded her of a hungry person examining a choice steak.

      Juan switched his gaze to his stepmother. “A murder and now a robbery? Are you sure this is a safe resort?”

      “Of course, it’s safe. Two unrelated incidents.”

      Judith looked at Heather’s father and issued a wide grin. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. McBlythe, and it’s good to see you again, Mr. Smiley.”

      Juan continued to stare at her, mainly at the real estate below the chin. Heather countered this by asking, “Other than spending time with your stepmother, what brings you to St. Croix?”

      “Scuba diving. The reef guarding the cove is one of the best-kept secrets in the Eastern Caribbean. Do you dive?”

      “I’m fully certified, but unless something changes, there won’t be time.”

      If there was one thing she didn’t want, it was to have this Latino Adonis gawking at her in water so clear he could scrutinize her every curve.

      Steve broke into the conversation. “I’d go with you, Juan, but the view wouldn’t impress me.”

      Judith let out a laugh that mixed a bray with a cackle. “Oh, Mr. Smiley, it’s so refreshing to find a kindred spirit. I refer to my walker as my chariot, and sometimes as my hot-rod. I believe gallows humor is a wonderful coping mechanism when life kicks us in the teeth.”

      Steve gave his head a firm nod. “Well said. Levity takes some of the sting out of life’s tragedies. I lost my sight when a street mugger attacked me. How did a young woman like you earn a walker?”

      “A spinal injury.” She gave no further explanation. As quick as a heartbeat, she changed the conversation. “Come, Juan. We need to get you fed if you’re going to spend the day diving.”

      “All day?” asked Heather.

      Juan issued a sultry smile. “It is but one of my passions.”

      She had no desire to hear what his other passions might be. Judith gripped the handles of her walker, and led her stepson to a table on the far side of the room.

      Heather’s father was the next to speak. “That was interesting. What do you make of them, Heather?”

      “I believe she qualifies as the town crier who takes in gossip by the truckload. As for Juan, my opinion is less charitable. I think he’s the type of man who’d—”

      Steve interrupted her before she could finish her sentence. “We could tell what kind of man he is.”

      Heather placed her napkin in her lap and took a large bite of yogurt to ensure she wouldn’t blurt out something she’d regret. She was diving into her fruit cup when she noticed Li Jing make her way across the room and join Judith and Juan at their table.

      She swallowed and leaned toward Steve. “Li Jing joined mother and stepson. She’s wearing a cover-up over a bathing suit. I think she’s sporting a diving watch.”

      Steve tilted his head. “Check with Bella and find out if Juan and Li Jing got together last night. It sounded like the band on the back patio had the place jumping.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      His first reaction came out in a soft voice, as if he was speaking only to himself. “I’m questioning my decision about telling Detective Nohr about the garrote.”

      Steve shook his head. “No. Forget I said that. Either Juan is a fast operator, or he and Li Jing knew each other before they came here. Call Detective Nohr and let him know Li Jing will be diving with Juan today. Tell him I want to give her some rope and not to arrest her again for leaving the compound.”

      Heather turned to her father. “This is what a murder investigation is like. Chasing down leads that probably mean nothing.”

      “It reminds me so much of seeking prudent investments. Needles in haystacks.” He cut into a serving of eggs Benedict and exclaimed. “Cooked to perfection. This is going to be a wonderful vacation.”

      The breakfast progressed. Bella arrived as the dishes were bussed from the table. “Good morning,” she said in a flat tone. “I’ll be leaving soon to carry out my assignment.”

      Steve leaned back. “What’s that hint of worry I hear in your voice?”

      “Several people are checking out early. Dad thinks it’s because of the murder and the assault.”

      “Tell him and your mother not to worry. Between Adam’s family and all the other guests coming for your wedding, they’ll make up for anyone leaving. By the way, I’m going with you to Nate’s hotel.”

      Bella’s countenance brightened. “Great. I’ll get the van and meet you out front when we’re ready to go.”

      Heather’s father asked, “Do you both have time to listen to the report I brought?”

      Steve launched into the conversation without answering her father’s question. “What did you find out about Skip and Roxy Smith, other than those aren’t their names?”

      “My source was able to get a copy of their criminal histories. They’re not nice people.” He placed two stacks of papers in front of Heather. She gave a running narrative. “I’m reading the rap sheet for Roxy. It’s five pages. Multiple shoplifting charges, followed by a lengthy career in prostitution. She started out working the streets as a teen but worked her way up to being a call girl, then a madam. One three-year sentence for aggravated assault. She did ten months on it. No wants or warrants on her now.”

      “Any ties with crime families or gangs?”

      Mr. McBlythe answered as Heather thumbed through the report. “I took the liberty of reading the report. There’s nothing in the official reports, but the PI’s sources discovered Roxy is well connected with some very unsavory characters. They described her places of business as full-service, including a wide range of gambling and drugs.”

      “Is there anything on why she’s not back in New Jersey or New York?”

      “The detective wasn’t sure. She listed a few possibilities, but nothing definitive.”

      “What about Skip?”

      Heather took over again. “Fights, multiple assaults, one arrest for involuntary manslaughter.” She took a breath. “All but the manslaughter dismissed.”

      Steve nodded. “He was working for someone with money enough to buy his way out of trouble.”

      Heather added, “He did four years on a five-year sentence. That means he has quite the prison record, too.”

      “A paid enforcer,” said Steve. “Most likely a sociopath or a lapdog doing his master’s bidding.”

      Bella sat up straight. “I say we tell Mom and Dad and get them out of here before someone else gets hurt.”

      Steve puffed out his cheeks and blew. “They weren’t on the property when Nate was killed.”

      “Rats,” said Bella. “I thought we had Nate’s murder solved. The Smiths couldn’t have killed him if they weren’t on the island.”

      “Think harder before you come to that conclusion.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Bella.

      Steve tapped his head with his index finger. “Use that sharp mind of yours to think of ways they could have come back to the island with no one knowing about it.”

      “Holy smoke. They could have come by boat and returned to St. Thomas before dawn.”

      “Now you’re thinking like a detective. Let’s go to Nate’s hotel.”

      Heather was walking through the lobby when she noticed a taxi parked in front of the hotel. The back door of the cab flew open. Bella squealed with delight. “It’s Jack!”

      The edges of the scene blurred. All Heather could see was Jack.

      Steve took his hand from her arm. “Pass me off to Bella. The prodigal fiancé has returned. You have more important things to take care of today.”
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      Heather abandoned Steve and seemed to float toward Jack. Was this a dream? Was it really him? He had his back to her, paying the taxi driver. By the time he turned, she’d passed through the hotel’s doorway and skipped down the steps. He turned and she buried her face in his chest.

      “Hello, beautiful.” They were the words he’d adopted as his standard greeting. This was no dream.

      She returned his greeting with, “Hello, handsome.” Her universe seemed to fall back in place with the planets aligned. She felt his chest heave and he pushed her away. Was he crying? Surely not. They were together in paradise.

      It must have been Steve’s sixth sense kicking into high gear. He spoke in measured words. “Hello, Jack. I wish Bella and I could stay and chat, but we have a busy day ahead of us. I suggest you and Heather take a long walk on the beach.” He held out his hand for Bella to lead him. “Let’s go. We’re running late as it is.” The tone of his voice didn’t invite discussion.

      Heather stayed focused on Jack as Steve and Bella slipped from her peripheral vision. She barely heard one of the resort’s vans come to life and pull past them.

      With the taxi gone and Bella and Steve on their way to Nate’s hotel, Heather rested her gaze on the only man she’d ever loved. His shirt looked slept in and he hadn’t shaved in at least two days. He hid his brown hair under a Houston Astros baseball cap. Was this a new, rugged look he was going for? No. His bloodshot, sunken eyes told a different story. She looked at the ground beside him. All he brought was a single carry-on bag. She didn’t need to be a detective to conclude he didn’t plan on staying long. Her heart seemed to shrink in size.

      “Steve was right,” said Jack as he swiped moisture from his cheeks. “We need to take a long walk.”

      Heather’s muscles contracted until she was rigid as a block of granite. “You didn’t bring suitcases. Tell me right now what’s going on.”

      His words came out cold. “Not here.”

      “You’re not staying, are you?”

      Jack reached down, picked up his bag, and said again, “Not here. I need to use the restroom before we take that walk Steve recommended.” He held up a hand to stop her from speaking. “I’ll explain everything.”

      He didn’t give her a chance to respond before motioning her toward the front door. It took him longer to get back to the lobby than it should have. When he returned, it was obvious what delayed him. He’d changed from long pants, a wrinkled white shirt, and black shoes to shorts, a plain short-sleeve shirt, and sandals. Her heart did its impression of butterfly wings upon his return in casual attire. She’d envisioned him looking this way. What she hadn’t expected was the hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      Jack left his bag with the front desk clerk and said, “I’m ready.”

      Heather looked at him. His voice sounded like he donned an extra dose of courage along with his change of clothes. How had they gotten to the place of him needing courage to talk to her?

      Jack looked toward the bay and took a few tentative steps. Words weren’t necessary. Her feet moved on their own. They both came to a halt where a wooden walkway ended and fine white sand began. In unison, they slipped off their sandals and walked on while holding their shoes instead of each other’s hand.

      Children and their parents splashed and swam in the shallow waters of the bay. Tiny waves kissed the shore and retreated. Jack took in the scene and asked, “Which way is best to find a private spot?”

      Heather pointed to the right. It wasn’t too long before there were no footprints in the damp sand in front of them. She knew it wasn’t necessary to go on for privacy, but they kept walking. She glanced over to take a quick look at him. A tear slid down his cheek. He didn’t wipe it away.

      They walked until they could go no further. Jagged rocks sprang up out of the sand. A lone palm tree stood at the boundary like a sentinel. Out in the water, a coral reef kept boats from entering. Waves cupped and curled. Heather sensed danger and braced herself as best she could.

      Two emotions warred within her. The business side of her wanted Jack to stop delaying. If there was bad news, she wanted him to tear off the bandage in a single, quick movement. Her heart, however, dreaded what he would tell her. Surely, they could work together and fix it, whatever it was.

      Her mental jousting ended when he broke the silence. “Would you like to sit on that rock?”

      “No. I want you to quit stalling and tell me what’s going on.”

      He looked out at the waves for a moment, then turned back and faced her. “Last month I found out I have a daughter.”

      Of all the things Jack could have said, this was the one thing she hadn’t planned on. Dumbstruck, she felt the sand shift as if it would swallow her. She reached to her right, found the rock he suggested she sit on, and eased herself down. A bevy of questions flooded her mind. She heard herself asking a string of silly questions. “How? Who? When?”

      A gust of wind caught the bill of his baseball cap and sent it flying. He didn’t retrieve it. “My daughter’s name is Briann Lovejoy. She’s twelve years old. Her mother’s name was Corliss Lovejoy. We dated for several months, many years ago. A lifetime before I met you.”

      “Wait,” said Heather as she struggled to take in the broadside of words. “You have a daughter? How long have you known about her?”

      “Like I said, only last month.”

      “And she’s twelve years old?”

      He nodded.

      “And you’re just now getting around to telling me about her?”

      “I didn’t know for sure she was my daughter, and you weren’t around to tell.”

      Anger came alive in her like a sea monster coming out of the depths. “That’s the worst excuse I’ve ever heard.”

      Jack looked again at the waves. “I waited for the DNA tests to come back. They did, and Briann’s my daughter.”

      Heather puffed out her cheeks. “All right. You have a daughter, and her mother’s name is Corliss Lovejoy. Where do they live?”

      “It’s no longer they. Corliss died six weeks ago. They lived in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.”

      “I assume Briann is now living with Corliss’s family.”

      He shook his head. “No family members are willing to take her in. She’s in Conroe with Mom looking after her.”

      Heather thought back to her early years when she took part in martial arts. She’d received a round-house kick to the midsection that had left her in the fetal position, unable to breathe. This was worse. Never in her wildest dreams had she considered this scenario.

      Jack kept talking without her having to prompt him. The words came like blows to her emotions—relentless and vicious. “Corliss was originally from Baton Rouge. She was living in The Woodlands, practicing law. It was a brief relationship. Only two or three months.”

      The snarky creature inside Heather reared its head. “She must have been something extra-special.”

      “We were both young and reckless.”

      “That’s obvious.”

      He looked at her with an expression that told her this was hard for him, and he didn’t appreciate her making it more difficult. “Do you want me to continue, or do you want to keep taking cheap shots? If you do, go ahead. You can’t make me feel any worse than I already do.”

      The attorney part of her wanted to attack without mercy. She swallowed her anger and spoke words not in keeping with her feelings. “Keep talking. I need to hear everything.”

      “There’s not much else to tell you. Corliss didn’t tell me she was pregnant when she suddenly moved back to Baton Rouge. I tried to keep in touch with her for a while but she ended it. She said it was fun while it lasted, but we needed to go our own ways.”

      Jack cleared his throat and continued, “I’m sure she knew I’d want to marry her, and that wouldn’t make for the type of life she wanted. She was right. I was dating someone else a month after she moved.”

      “And you didn’t have a clue she was expecting?”

      “It never crossed my mind.”

      Anger flared again. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      He shrugged. “All I know is, there’s a confused, hurting young lady living at my home that I’m responsible for.”

      “That explains the travel bag instead of suitcases. You’ve weighed your options, and I’m no longer at the top of your list.”

      “I wouldn’t put it like that, but I understand why you feel that way. I have new, unexpected responsibilities that I can’t shirk.”

      “When is your flight back to Houston?”

      “This afternoon.”

      The next words sprang from her lips before she could stop them. “Hit-and-run Jack Blackstock strikes again.” She hated herself for not taming her tongue but didn’t have time to make an apology. Jack had already turned and was walking away. She wanted to go after him, but she couldn’t. Her bright-colored dress felt like a rusty boat anchor.

      Down the beach, and out of her life, he walked. She watched him through tear-fogged eyes until he shrank and disappeared into the resort. The waves continued their relentless pounding. She was more convinced than ever that they mocked her.

      Heather spent the afternoon in the shade of a lonely palm tree. In the distance, beyond any sound but that of the breeze and waves, people played, splashed, and snorkeled. Sailboats cruised past in the deeper blue waters off shore. A couple of boats with divers dropped anchor beyond the breakers and put out flags. Eager men and women donned silver tanks on their backs and explored the reef. One boat came close enough that she recognized the divers. Li Jing, wearing a skimpy bikini, put on her mask, stuck her mouthpiece in, and went over the boat’s side backward. Juan Tovar went over the side in like manner a few seconds later.

      “Young lovers,” whispered Heather, with more than a little edge to her words. “Be careful. It’s a dangerous game you’re playing.”

      The palm tree cast long shadows when she spied Bella walking toward her with Max keeping up, step for step. The bride-to-be held his leash wadded in her hand. He was free to roam. Her beloved cat must have caught her scent on the evening breeze. He broke into a run and was soon in her arms. She dampened his fur with her tears.

      Bella took her time getting to Heather. She whispered when she arrived, “Steve sent me to get you. You don’t need to worry about telling anyone what happened. We know.”

      She clung to Max. “How?”

      “Steve knew Jack wasn’t staying when I told him he only brought a small travel bag.”

      “Did he call Jack?”

      Bella shook her head. “Steve called Jack’s mother. She told him about Briann.”

      “Does my father know?”

      “Uh-huh. So do Adam and my parents. You don’t need to say anything to anyone.”

      Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. She should’ve known Steve would shield her from having to explain.

      “He told us not to bother you tonight.”

      Heather nodded. “I’m not sure how long it will be before I’m fit company.”

      Bella cast her gaze toward the resort. “Steve told me to bring you back.”

      Heather rose from the sand. “Come on, Max. You need your supper.”

      Heather caught the first notes of the band warming up as they neared the resort. To drown out the sound, she asked, “Did you and Steve have a productive day at Nate’s hotel?”

      “It’s hard to say. You know how Steve gets when he’s thinking hard. He’ll pull his head out from his shell when he’s ready to astound us.”

      Fifteen minutes ago, Heather doubted she’d ever smile again. Bella’s good-natured innocence and ability to turn a phrase broke through her grief, if only for a few moments. The chuckle escaped her lips before she knew what happened. Perhaps the sun would come up tomorrow. No, not tomorrow.
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      Heather’s eyes felt like someone had come into her bedroom with a pail of sand and spooned it into her eyes. “Jack,” she whispered to herself. He was gone. He’d said months ago that nothing could keep him from attending Bella and Adam’s wedding. That was before the tectonic plates of their relationship shifted. An emotional earthquake had changed her world, and things would never be the same. New boundary lines had formed.

      She rubbed her eyes, dug out the crusties, and blinked until she could focus on the light filtering in around the edges of the curtains. Had she slept at all that first night? Perhaps an hour or two, but no more. When compared to other dreadful nights, that one shot to the top of the charts with flashing lights and bells clanging.

      After a full day of hibernating in her room with no contact with the outside world, she’d finally surrendered to a fitful sleep sometime in the wee hours of the morning. The word stepmother bounced around in her head until sleep overtook her. It was the first thing she thought of when she opened the curtains to let in the sunlight.

      For the hundredth time, she wondered what she could, or should, do about Jack and their relationship. Nothing came to mind. Her emotions were too raw.

      There were problems with the scenario of her becoming a stepmother. To begin with, she and Jack had already decided that children would not be characters in the play of their lives. It was a tremendous stretch to see herself as a mother of any type. The prospect of taking on the responsibility for a twelve-year-old girl sent chills down her spine. It was going to be hard enough for Jack to form a bond with his daughter.

      The addition of a stepmother to the mix amounted to cruel and unusual punishment for all three of them. She went down the mental list she’d compiled the day before. Reasons for and against marrying Jack stood like opposing armies. It was a long list for the opposing army.

      After all, the livelihood of hundreds, if not thousands, of people depended on her. This number would only increase when her father passed the torch for his empire to her. Also, there was Steve and helping him with the occasional murder case. What was now a welcome respite, a vacation of sorts from the corporate grind, would most likely go by the wayside. And yet Steve needed her.

      “Am I the most selfish person in the world?” The question went to her reflection in the patio door. No answer came from the puffy-eyed woman staring back at her, so she tried a different question. “Is it selfish to insist on being married to Jack? His daughter will resent me. Perhaps I need to give him time and space to be a father.”

      It seemed as if every muscle in her body tightened as yet another remembrance of her conversation with Jack came to her. His priorities had changed. He would do what he considered the right thing and finish the job of raising his daughter. She didn’t need to decide anything about marriage. She hadn’t been invited to take part.

      One hand went involuntarily over her mouth while the second clutched the fabric of her sleepwear between her stomach and her heart. Her mind buzzed as grief somehow mingled with a sense of relief. “I thought this was my one great love affair. How can I feel relieved? Have I been dumped for the first time in my life? If not, how can we move forward?” Too many questions without answers.

      The knock on the door cut off any further thoughts or words. She padded her way to the door barefoot and asked, “Who is it?”

      “Room service.”

      “I didn’t order.”

      The familiar voice of her father spoke. “Heather, open the door.”

      She pulled the door open, and he came in, pushing a cart with a squeaky wheel. A server from the hotel came behind him with a second cart. The train continued with Bella leading Steve. It was Steve who spoke once the circus train arrived. “I thought I heard you talking to someone.”

      “Myself,” said Heather as she went to the closet to retrieve a summer robe.

      Bella said, “You look awful. Want to go wash your face before we eat?”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Nonsense,” said her father. “You’ll need your strength when you hear what Steve has to say. It’s battle stations with all hands on deck.”

      Steve issued a firm nod. “Yesterday was an eventful day.”

      “That’s an understatement,” said Heather.

      “We’ll fill you in as soon as you get back from washing your face.”

      She went into the bathroom. The water felt like cold slaps and brought her to a more level emotional plane. It was nowhere near normal, but at least she didn’t long to hibernate. The tease of information and her father’s call to battle put curiosity a half-step ahead of heartache.

      Back in the room, she found the group filling plates with a wide variety of breakfast dishes. She noticed Steve had limited his breakfast to half a bagel topped with cream cheese. She approached him and asked, “Is that all you’re having?”

      “I’ve been up since four thinking. This is breakfast, part two. Eat a full breakfast. There’s much to talk about and a lot to do.”

      Her father spoke next. “The chef recommended the quiche Lorraine. I trust it’s still one of your favorites? There are also Scotch eggs if you’d prefer.”

      After depriving herself for almost two days, Heather had to admit the aromas coming from the carts had her taste buds fully activated. She turned to her father. “Two of my favorites. Thank you.”

      “What’s a Scotch egg?” asked Steve.

      Bella gave the answer. “It’s a soft-boiled egg wrapped in sausage and fried.”

      “That sounds delicious. If it’s fried, it has to be good.”

      “I’ll give you half of mine,” said Heather. “A small slice of quiche and half a Scotch egg is all I need.” She paused. “Perhaps a little yogurt and half a bagel to round out the meal.”

      The gathering sat around the coffee table and balanced plates on their laps. Steve finished his bagel, which allowed the Scotch egg to cool enough so he could pick it up and eat it. Heather waited until everyone was well into the meal before she said, “It’s obvious I missed some interesting developments. Who’s going first?”

      “I will,” said her father.

      This came as no surprise. After a dab of his mouth with a napkin, her father sat erect. “I received a note under my door when I returned from dinner last night. It warned me about staying on the island any longer. It said, and I quote, ‘Leave, or people may die. That includes you.’”

      Heather dropped her fork on her plate. She looked for a reaction from Bella, Steve, and her father. They each kept eating their breakfast like her father had given the daily weather report instead of an ominous threat. “What are we doing about this?”

      Steve swallowed his first bite of Scotch egg. “This is really tasty. I hope I’m not getting any on my shorts.”

      “Your shorts are fine.” Impatience filled her voice. “What have you done about this threat?”

      Steve lowered the sausage-wrapped egg onto his plate. “The note is in the safe in your father’s room. Detective Nohr should be here soon to retrieve it. He’s arranged for two plain-clothes officers to stay at the resort until your father leaves.”

      This was a lot for Heather to take in before she’d finished her first cup of coffee. “I’m confused. Is the threat against Father or someone in the wedding party?”

      Her father swallowed before he answered. “You can interpret the note either way. I contacted the private investigator who gave me the report on Skip and Roxy. I sent my plane to fetch her and three associates. They’re also skilled bodyguards and will arrive today.”

      Steve picked up his Scotch egg, but didn’t take a bite. “Heather, I’ll need you to develop a plan to ensure the safety of everyone. You already have several of the staff keeping tabs on Li Jing. She’s spending most all her waking hours with Juan Tovar. I want you to get to know him.”

      Heather said she would, but added, “Li Jing may think I’m cutting in on her man.”

      Bella added, “That’s Steve’s plan. Juan and Li Jing are diving again this morning and this afternoon. I verified it through the owner of the dive boat Juan chartered. They tried to dance the night away on the patio last night. They’re with each other almost 24-7.”

      “What about Skip and Roxy?” asked Heather.

      Steve handled this question. “Detective Nohr wants his officers to keep track of them. Hopefully the two people he sent are the only ones armed on the property.”

      “I’d feel better if I had my pistol,” said Heather.

      “What’s important is that everyone believes you’re carrying it.”

      Heather understood what he was saying. She was glad the purse she brought had a built-in holster. She’d stuff it with something that would make it look believable. Perhaps a couple pieces of wood cobbled together or the receiver of a spare hotel telephone? She’d give that more consideration later. For now, she needed to hear about Steve and Bella’s trip to Nate’s hotel. That was the last thing she remembered about the case before Jack arrived.

      When they were on a case, it sometimes seemed that she and Steve thought the same thoughts at the same time. Once again, he said what was on her mind. “We need to tell you what Bella and I found out at Nate’s hotel. When we arrived, Connie was working alone.”

      “She’s exceptional,” said Bella. “There isn’t anything about running a hotel that she doesn’t know or can’t do. She’s even hired a part-time person to give her a break in the late morning and early afternoon so she can keep the dive certification program going. That’s a big part of why the hotel stays full.”

      Heather thought out loud. “I guess Detective Nohr can’t help much.”

      Steve spoke as a chunk of sausage fell on his napkin. “Not with a murder investigation going on. But, like Bella said, Connie is one of those people who can do six things at once and make it seem easy.”

      Bella spoke as if sharing a secret. “If Detective Nohr would open his eyes, he’d see Connie is crazy about him. I think all it would take is a little push and he’d admit he has a thing for her, too.”

      Heather groaned. “Let’s keep this discussion limited to solving a murder and keeping people safe, if you don’t mind.”

      “Good idea,” said Steve. “Bella and Connie made quick work of checking the register for familiar names that stayed there during the past six months.”

      “What did you find?”

      “Roxy came by herself five months ago. She stayed four nights. Connie said she was inquisitive and talkative. She wanted to know all about the hotel and the type of people who stayed there. When Connie told her it was mainly people learning to dive or get re-certified, she turned up her nose.”

      Bella added, “Roxy doesn’t go near the pool or the beach here at the resort. If you ask me, I think she and Skip killed Nate.”

      “They’re high on the suspect list,” said Steve. “But until we can put them on this island on the night of Nate’s murder, they have alibis.”

      “Speaking of,” said Heather. “Has Detective Nohr made any headway in discovering if they could have come by boat at night from St. Thomas and made it back before dawn?”

      Steve wiped his hand on his napkin which caused the piece of sausage to fall on the floor. “He has officers on St. Thomas going to all the charter services. Nothing so far, but that may not mean much. There’s no shortage of privately owned boats on the islands. All it takes is money to keep people from talking.”

      A knock on the door brought everyone’s head up, except Steve. “Ah,” he said. “There’s Detective Nohr.”

      Bella rose to answer the door while Heather made sure her robe hadn’t gapped open. Steve’s prophecy of Detective Nohr’s arrival was spot on.

      The ringing of Mr. McBlythe’s phone captured the attention of those gathered once again. He answered and asked, “What’s your ETA?”

      The answer seemed to please him because his next words were, “Come straight to the resort. I’ll meet you in the lobby. You’ll have twenty minutes to get settled in your rooms and we’ll meet downstairs in a small conference room I’ve secured. My daughter, Mr. Smiley, and a police detective will be there to discuss assignments.”

      Heather noted how short and cryptic the phone call was. Her father’s success hadn’t come by wasting time.

      Steve was on his feet. “Unless I miss my guess, Heather needs to dress for the day and develop a plan. I hope everyone had time to finish their breakfast.”
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      Heather had mascara ready to apply to the lashes of her left eye when she realized what Steve was doing by giving her extra assignments again. She allowed a quick smile and focused on the reflection of herself in the mirror. She applied the charcoal-colored goo first to the top lash, and then the bottom, talking to herself as she did so. “He’s filling my time with responsibilities that will take my mind off Jack.” Another thought came to her. “I wonder if Father really received a threatening note or if this is another of their conspiracies? It wouldn’t be the first time those two cooked up something they believed was for my good.”

      She leaned away from the mirror. “Nah. They wouldn’t go this far unless there was a genuine threat.” She paused. “Or, would they? I’d better look at the note to make sure.”

      While her mind was in the mood for wandering, she let it roam. “Father is so different since Mother died. The cruises he went on changed him, and for the better. He’s much more human than he used to be.” She brushed the tangles out of her hair and secured it in a ponytail with a scrunchy. Worry lines creased her forehead. “I still don’t trust that personal assistant of his. I wonder what angle she’s working? Probably after a cut of his fortune.” She paused. “Or she could be a Chinese spy, trying to steal proprietary business secrets.”

      She blinked three times and laughed out loud. “Or she could be from a distant planet, come to earth to capture Father and take him back as her slave.”

      It was the first time in what seemed like years she’d allowed her mind to take her to the point of absolute absurdity. She didn’t know why, but it felt good to stretch her thoughts until they produced play dough wrapped in Silly String. She went to the dresser and pulled out shorts and a sleeveless top. Her feet found their way into white sandals. “Now that I’ve had my mental play time, I need to switch gears and come up with a plan to keep people safe. Bella and Adam’s wedding must go off with no disruptions. I’ll make a list of all the people besides Father who could be in danger and run it by Steve. I’m sure he’s already made his list and will let me know who I’ve missed.”

      She grabbed her laptop and stuffed it into a black satchel. An arm went through her crossbody purse, which held a few essentials and a stapler in the pouch reserved for her pistol. She walked down the hall with a dozen thoughts about Nate’s murder competing for supremacy. She felt ill-prepared, but knew Steve had her back.

      The resort included a series of rooms with retractable walls allowing for a ballroom with a decent-sized dance floor. Down the hall were a series of rooms designed for break-out sessions or smaller gatherings. Ingrid met Heather in the hall and pointed her to the last room on the left. The directions by Bella’s mother came with soft eyes that communicated unspoken sympathy. Heather nodded her head, turned, and walked to the room with her sandals making soft slapping sounds with every step.

      The room reminded her of a hundred other conferences and meetings she’d either attended or led. Rows of padded chairs with metal frames stood like soldiers awaiting their commanding officer to arrive. A coffee service and an assortment of snacks waited on a table against the back wall. Facing the front row of chairs was a whiteboard draped with a sheet.

      Steve sat in the first chair in the front row. He lifted his head as soon as she entered. “You couldn’t sneak up on a glass of water wearing those sandals.”

      “I didn’t realize this meeting required stealth.” She eased into the chair beside him. “Did you set up a murder board?”

      “I supervised. Bella, Adam, and Detective Nohr taped photos of suspects, the victims, and your father on the board.”

      She nodded her approval. “Great idea.”

      “Take a look and see if I missed anyone.”

      “I’ll wait for the unveiling. I know how you love a big reveal and how people gasp in amazement at your foresight.”

      If Steve had been drinking, he’d have sprayed the room. Instead, he settled for a low chuckle. “Someone is doing better.”

      “Marginally better,” said Heather. Not wishing to sink into a maudlin puddle, she changed the subject. “When will Detective Nohr be here?”

      Steve pointed toward to the door. “He’s coming down the hall now. Bella and Adam are with him. I like the way they use tile on so many of the floors in the tropics. It makes it easier for us blind guys to tell who’s coming and going. Carpet gives me trouble.”

      Heather looked down. Unlike in the hallway, commercial carpet softened footsteps in the conference rooms. In his own way, Steve had told her he couldn’t fully function without her.

      Detective Nohr, Bella, and Adam filed in. Steve was the first to speak. “William, any update on Roxy and Skip?”

      The response comprised only two words. “Nothing yet.”

      More approaching footsteps in the hall brought Steve’s chin up. “That’s the plainclothes officers.”

      “Good call,” said William. “Mr. McBlythe is safe in his room while my officers attend this briefing.”

      “How do you know he’s safe if your officers are here?” asked Heather.

      Steve answered the question. “Zhang Min is with him. Among her other qualities, she’s a martial arts expert.”

      Heather leaned into Steve. “Do you trust her?”

      He shrugged. “Your father does. That’s good enough for me.”

      After introductions, the two ebony-skinned police officers availed themselves of coffee and a Danish each. It wasn’t long before four additional people, all women, arrived. Everyone shared names and handshakes. The leader of the group was a red-haired fireplug of a woman who looked as if she could out-drink and out-fight most men and all women. Her eyes spoke of worldly wisdom earned the hard way. The other three were a mixed bag ranging in ages from one who could pass for a college sophomore to an empty-nester. The woman sandwiched between the other two in age, looked to be in a perpetual state of boredom, like she belonged behind a glass screen at a department of motor vehicle registration office.

      Heather believed this was a delicious group of spies. If they were half as observant as they were benign-looking, at least one of them could infiltrate any setting and come back with useful information. All four women availed themselves of coffee and something to eat. They must have had an early wake-up call and missed breakfast.

      Detective Nohr took over when everyone took a seat. He flipped the sheet covering the murder board, revealing photos with names underneath. The four women hired by Heather’s father reached for phones, zoomed in, and took photos while he spoke. “If you didn’t catch it, my name is William Nohr. I’m the detective in charge. This is a photo of our victim, Nate Johnson.” He pointed to Nate’s photo. “This is personal to me. Nate was my best friend.”

      William’s voice failed him, so Steve took over. “I’m Steve Smiley, former Houston homicide detective.”

      A voice came from the second row. It belonged to the spunky redhead. “Mr. McBlythe briefed me thoroughly on you and Heather. On behalf of me and my girls, it’s a pleasure to be under your supervision.”

      “Thank you,” said Steve, “but make no mistake who’s in charge here. Heather and I report to Detective Nohr. He and his officers have the badges, weapons, and authority to detain and arrest.”

      Heather noted William had composed himself and was ready to take charge again. He squared his shoulders and said, “The weapon used to kill Nate was a garrote. We haven’t retrieved it yet, so keep your eyes open for it.” Once again, he pointed to a photo. “In case any of you aren’t familiar with a garrote, here’s a photo of one. You can see how simple it is, but don’t let it fool you. In the right hands, it can kill in seconds.”

      Heather knew Li Jing had hidden the garrote and wondered again why Steve insisted on keeping that vital piece of information from the police. He was up to something, and she needed to find out why he’d allowed the murder weapon to remain undiscovered.

      Detective Nohr interrupted her thoughts. “Suspects,” he said as she focused on a row of photos. One at a time the names were announced as William pointed to photos. “This is Li Jing. I arrested her for the murder of Nate Johnson and she’s currently out on bond. I’ll let Steve tell you what we know about her.”

      Steve stood and turned to face those in chairs. “She surrendered a Chinese passport but the Chinese Consulate refuses to acknowledge that she’s a citizen.”

      Heather stood and added, “I have friends in the State Department and the CIA. They made inquiries and had their hands slapped.”

      “What does that mean?” asked the youngest of the women from New York.

      Steve took one hand from the top of his cane. “There’s a chance Li Jing’s a spook.”

      “A what?” asked the female plain-clothes officer.

      Heather answered. “It’s most likely Li Jing is a CIA operative or something equivalent in another agency. There’s also the possibility she hails from another country.”

      The spunky redhead let out a low whistle. “These are deeper waters than I’m used to swimming in. If she’s a spook, she’d know how to use a garrote.”

      “True,” said Steve, “but it’s unlikely she’d use it on a civilian like Nate Johnson. There’s nothing about him that shows he was involved in any type of international intrigue.”

      “Then what’s the motive?”

      “We’re getting to that.”

      William pointed at his late friend’s photo. “Nate was a simple, hard-working guy without an enemy in the world. He owned and operated a small hotel in town that catered to tourists who wanted to learn to dive. He’d recently made a deal with Lonnie and Ingrid Swenson, the owners of this resort, to purchase it. Steve believes Nate’s murder is likely tied to people wanting to obtain the Swenson property.”

      Heather realized how far ahead of her Steve had gone. She needed to catch up.

      Steve continued, “We’re leaving Li Jing on the board as a suspect, even though I don’t believe she killed Nate.”

      “Has anyone been monitoring her since they released her?” asked the redhead.

      Bella stood and pointed to a row of photos of the staff. “These are some of my parents’ most trustworthy employees. They’re keeping tabs on Li Jing and report to me daily. I relay what I learn to Steve. She’s spending most of her time with a man named Juan Tovar. Mornings and afternoons are spent scuba diving at the reef guarding the bay. You can find them at night on the patio dancing.”

      Detective Nohr pointed to another photo taped to the board. “This is Juan Tovar. His mother, Judith Tovar, is also staying at the resort. You can’t miss her because she uses a walker to get around.”

      Bella added, “She likes to take early morning walks and was with me when I discovered Nate’s body in the parking lot.”

      Steve took a step back. “Before we go on, I want to remind you four ladies from New York why you’re here, and it’s not to solve a murder. It’s to prevent another. Your job is to report anything suspicious to Heather. Bella and her fiancé, Adam Webber, will be married this coming Friday. On the board you’ll find a copy of the note Mr. McBlythe received threatening him, and possibly others, if he didn’t leave the island. Your job is to make sure no one comes to harm.”

      Detective Nohr pointed at the note. “Before we go on and talk about other suspects, study the note. Let’s refuel with coffee and something to eat. The bathrooms are down the hall.”

      Heather stood by Steve. “Can I get you a fresh cup of coffee?”

      Steve shook his head and whispered, “There’s something I need to tell you. Pretend I’ve asked you to lead me to the restroom door, but we’ll keep going.”

      She led him into the hallway, turned left, and kept walking until they were alone in the banquet room with the door shut behind them. “We’re all alone.”

      Steve rested his hands on the top of his cane. “Someone followed me down the hallway from my room this morning. They put the dull side of a knife to my throat and said if you, me, and your father didn’t leave the island, one of us would experience the other edge of the knife.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Two of the three men she cared about most in the world were in danger. Her question came without thinking. “Have you told William?”

      “Not yet. I’ll tell everyone when we get back in the room.”

      “Darn right you will, and you’re not going anywhere by yourself until we put an end to this nonsense.”

      Steve smiled. “Good to have you back.”

      “I’m back, all right… and plenty mad.”
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      Heather stood at the edge of the murder board as Steve took his place beside her. He waited until all talk ceased before he related his story of having a knife to his throat earlier that morning.

      Detective Nohr sprang to his feet. “When did this happen?”

      “Seven minutes after six, in the hall outside my room. I was on my way to the dining room by myself. The incident unnerved me, so I went back to my room where I dictated a full statement and emailed it to you.”

      “Man or woman?” asked William.

      “A man who knew what he was doing. He grabbed a handful of hair and pulled my head back to expose my throat. He spoke in a harsh whisper to disguise his voice. I smelled the same soap that’s provided by the hotel, so it’s likely he’s a guest.”

      “I haven’t checked my email this morning,” said William in a harsh voice.

      Heather made no attempt at keeping her feelings in check. “I hope each of you realizes what this means. To begin with, you’re looking at a furious woman who refuses to be pushed around. I’m taking these threats to my father and Steve seriously, and if you’re not, then you’re in the wrong place. No one is to come to harm. We’re counting on each of you not to let the beauty of this setting lull you into complacency.” She allowed the words to sink in for a few ticks of the clock. “My father, Steve, Bella, and Adam are to be within constant visual contact anytime they’re outside their rooms. I’ll be with Steve. Be close enough to neutralize any attempt at physical harm.”

      Steve added, “The weapons used to kill and threaten are a garrote, some sort of stick or club, and a knife. This leads me to believe firearms are not the weapons of choice. I believe we’re up against people who prefer to use more silent methods.”

      “Professionals,” said Heather.

      Steve nodded. “That’s my opinion.”

      The redhead spoke up. “We each brought a canister of pepper spray, but that’s all.”

      “That should be enough,” said Heather. “I also noticed you ladies are each carrying a crossbody bag like mine. If I’m not mistaken, they’re designed to carry a pistol.”

      Four heads nodded.

      “If we’re dealing with a professional, they’ll recognize your purses for what they are and will believe you’re packing. Put something in your purse to give the illusion of a weapon.”

      Detective Nohr added, “Don’t anyone leave here without exchanging phone numbers. I’ll see if I can get more personnel, but don’t count on it.”

      Steve spoke next. “Now that we’re in the right frame of mind, let’s look at the remaining people we’ve identified as suspects in Nate’s murder.”

      Heather led Steve away from the murder board, and Detective Nohr took over again. “These two will interest you ladies from New York. They go by the names Skip and Roxy Smith.”

      The leader of the New York contingent of private detectives spoke up. “I did the background on them and briefed my girls. Those names are aliases. In reality, they have rap sheets that reach from here to North Jersey. Skip is the muscle and Roxy the brains.”

      Steve added, “For some reason they’ve stayed several times over the last months at Nate’s hotel. Now, they’re staying here. According to Bella and her staff, they spend most of their days and nights in their room swilling gin. It’s like they’re biding their time, waiting for something to happen.”

      William took his turn. “They have an alibi for Nate’s murder. Hotel records show them on St. Thomas at the time of Nate’s murder. We’re trying to find out if they paid someone to ferry them to the resort to do the deed and take them back before dawn.”

      Steve added, “The garrote isn’t Skip’s M.O., but violence is. He’s big, and strong. Both he and Roxy have holes in their consciences like a goat-wire fence. Be careful around those two. They’re up to something.”

      Detective Nohr picked up where Steve left off. “That brings us to the last two. We included them because they have something to gain from Nate’s death. The first is Connie, who was Nate’s number one employee at his hotel. He left the hotel to me in his will, but Connie gets all the money he saved to make the down payment on this resort. It’s a considerable sum.”

      The redhead asked, “Did you or Connie know what was in his will?”

      “I didn’t and I don’t believe Connie did either. I was with her when we learned. You could have picked both of us up off the floor.”

      Steve interrupted. “I added Connie to the list because I believe there’s a connection between Nate’s hotel and the resort. It’s possible she knew about the will, which would give her motive.” He took a deep breath. “Before you ask, she was on-duty at Nate’s Hotel at the time of the murder.”

      “Finally,” said Detective Nohr, “there’s a man Heather and her father know fairly well, Jim McCloud.”

      Heather took this as a cue for her to speak. “Jim comes from big money but has fallen upon hard times because of poor investments. When I say hard times, that’s relative. We believe he still has enough to purchase this resort, but claims he’s not willing to chance that big of an investment. He may be more interested in Nate’s hotel.”

      Steve said, “Like Connie, Jim is a long shot for killing Nate, but it could make sense because he’s looking for bargains in investments. Keep this in mind: each of the suspects has plenty of money to hire someone to kill Nate.”

      The leader of the women from New York spoke up. “Heather, is your father interested in purchasing this resort or Nate’s hotel?”

      “He wasn’t, but now that someone’s threatening him, he may change his mind. I haven’t discussed it with him, but I can almost guarantee he’s running the numbers today.”

      “What about you?”

      “I haven’t given it serious consideration and don’t plan to. I’d hate to get into a bidding war with Father, and I have enough to keep me busy with keeping people safe.”

      Detective Nohr brought the meeting to a close. “This will be the only time we’ll meet together. Everyone but Heather and Steve will leave the room separately.”

      Heather gave her head another firm nod. “From now until we have this case wrapped up, you won’t see Steve without me at his side. Send text messages and emails at least twice daily with updates on suspicious activity. Call if it’s urgent.” Heather turned to face the leader of the women from New York. “You don’t need me to tell you how to deploy your women. We’re counting on you to observe, report, and protect.”

      Steve had one more thing to say. “Heather and I plan on inviting Skip and Roxy to dinner. One of you needs to be nearby. We’re going to push some buttons and see what happens.”

      Heather didn’t know exactly what he meant, but she nodded in agreement. It was time to quit playing defense and do a little pushing of their own.

      As the last of the women from New York and the two plain-clothes officers cleared the room, Heather helped William take down photos while Steve sat in the front row of chairs. He tapped the tip of his cane on the carpet, making soft thudding sounds.

      “Do you think your plan to get Skip and Roxy out of their room will work?” asked William.

      Steve gave his head a single nod. “They both grew up poor on the streets. Extreme poverty has a way of making people susceptible to altering their routines to get something for free. I spoke to Lonnie and Ingrid yesterday. They’re delivering the good news that the Smiths have won first place in a resort giveaway. They’re to receive a free meal in the dining room that includes drinks. Also, they’ve won three days taken off their bill. What they won’t tell them is that Heather and I are the second and third place winners and will dine with them.”

      “Steve’s right,” said Heather, as she turned to look at William. “You don’t know this about me, but my father cut off my money when I graduated from Princeton and refused to join him in the family business. I wanted to become a cop and spent the next ten years living on a cop’s salary in Boston, paying my way through law school, and eating Ramen noodles. It wasn’t until I turned thirty that my grandparents’ trust fund kicked in. Believe me, I would have jumped at free food and I’m just now to where I don’t look at the price on the menu before I make a selection.”

      “Heather lives in a two-bedroom condo right next to mine, even though she could buy the entire complex,” said Steve.

      “And I would if I thought it was a prudent investment. The point is,” said Heather, “I can assure you Steve is reading Skip and Roxy correctly.”

      “Will the dinner with Skip and Roxy take place tonight?”

      Steve stood. “Tomorrow night. I thought we’d give the new troops a day to get acquainted with the resort.”
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      Heather and Steve waited in Lonnie and Ingrid’s office until Ingrid returned from the dining room. Skip and Roxy had indeed come to dinner and were overjoyed with the basket of Swiss chocolates, cheeses, crackers, and especially the three bottles of gin—one for each day taken off their bill. Ingrid issued the grin of a conspirator and said, “I told the bartender to ply them with stiff drinks. Roxy stopped at two, but Skip’s on his third round. Judging from his speech, he spent the afternoon getting a head start.”

      Steve stood. “We’d better get to them before he’s too far gone.”

      Lonnie walked with Heather while Ingrid led Steve out of the office, down the hallway, and into the dining room. They arrived at the table set for four and Ingrid helped Steve into his chair while Heather waited for Lonnie to pull out hers.

      “Hey,” said Skip. “What’s with da company?” He refocused. “Oh, it’s my buddy. Who’s da dame?”

      Ingrid flashed a wide smile. “Mr. and Mrs. Smith, this is Mr. Steve Smiley and Ms. Heather McBlythe, the second and third place winners of our drawing.”

      Steve quickly added, “I get a free meal and two days off my bill.”

      Heather followed with, “I finished third and get a meal and one night’s stay. Isn’t that great?”

      Roxy looked at her through hooded eyelids. “You look like you don’t need anyone to give you anything.”

      Heather cackled a laugh. “How delightful! I was hoping I’d have interesting people to share the evening with.” She turned to Ingrid. “Am I correct that the meal includes drinks?”

      “Absolutely. Drain the bar if you wish.”

      “Oh, good,” said Heather. “I was hoping Steve and I wouldn’t be stuck with a couple of deadbeats. This will be a wonderful evening of getting to know two interesting people.”

      Steve chimed in. “Bring me whatever the Smiths are having. I’m dry as Death Valley.”

      Roxy shifted a suspicious gaze from Heather to Steve and back to Heather. “I take it you two know each other?”

      Steve answered. “I’ve known Heather for years. What a surprise to learn they chose our names to win second and third place.”

      The server arrived with drinks. It was pre-arranged that Skip and Roxy continued to receive doubles while Heather and Steve received tonic water with a sprig of mint. Heather raised her glass. “To new friends.” Both she and Steve drained half their glass while Skip followed their lead. Roxy’s glass remained on the table.

      Heather noticed Roxy looked around the room and even glanced over her shoulder at the door. She needed to act fast before the woman bolted. “Let’s not stand on formality. Steve told me your first names are Roxy and Skip. Is that correct?”

      A short nod from Roxy answered her question.

      “I can tell by your accent you’re from Jersey.”

      “Yeah,” said Skip. “You sound like you come from Bean Town and he sounds like he comes from a place where people wear boots and big hats.”

      Heather reached out and patted Skip on the forearm. “Well done. I was born in Boston and more or less lived there until I was almost thirty.”

      Steve took his turn. “You nailed me, except I quit wearing boots when I lost my sight.”

      “How’d you lose it?”

      “A guy high on drugs took a club to the back of my head. He then killed my wife.” Steve drained his glass and Heather followed suit.

      “Tough break,” said Skip. His voice held no hint of compassion.

      Heather took her turn. “I’m surprised you two don’t already know about me and Steve.”

      “Why should we?” asked Roxy.

      Their server appeared with fresh drinks for four. Once Heather had taken the top inch off hers, she answered Roxy’s question. “I wouldn’t say Steve and I are famous, but we know tons of influential people.” Heather added, “I was a police detective in Boston. Now I’m an attorney and a rather successful entrepreneur.”

      Steve said, “She’s being modest. She and her father are rich as lords and they have friends in every branch of the government. She’s also one heck of a private detective. I should know, she’s my partner.”

      “Enough about us,” said Heather. “Let’s order. I’m blowing my diet and getting the prime rib with prawns. What about you, Steve?”

      “I can’t decide if I want one lobster or two.”

      Heather raised her hand. A server was at her side before she could look around. She placed their orders and waited as Skip and Roxy followed with orders of steak and lobster.

      Steve tucked his napkin into the top of his shirt and allowed it to flare out, covering his midsection. “Tell me, Skip, what kind of work do you do?”

      He spoke before Roxy could stop him. “Collections.”

      “Ah,” said Steve. “I understand that can be quite lucrative.”

      “It ain’t bad.”

      Roxy took over. “Before you ask, Mr. Smiley, I’m retired.”

      “That’s my goal,” said Steve. “I’m getting too old to keep doing what I’m doing. The only reason I help the police solve murders is because Heather needs a break from the corporate grind.”

      Heather leaned forward. “Don’t let him lie to you like that. He’s a devil to live next door to when he doesn’t have a murder to solve. In fact, we’re making good progress on the murder of the man in the parking lot.”

      Roxy squirmed in her seat while Skip took a large swig from his glass.

      Their salads arrived and the four took a break from conversation. After a minute or two of quiet, Heather looked at Roxy. “I guess you know there’s going to be a big wedding here on Friday?”

      “Oh?”

      “That’s right,” said Heather with an exaggerated nod. “Bella and Adam, the resort owners’ daughter and her fiancé. They’re to be married on the beach in front of the resort. The ceremony will take place at sunset.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t know. It’s the worst kept secret at the resort.”

      No answer came forth. Steve allowed conversation to die until he had his fill of salad. He asked Heather, “Did I drop much salad on my napkin or the table?”

      “Not this time,” said Heather.

      “That’s a relief,” said Steve. “I hate to make messes and not realize it.” He allowed a dramatic pause. “Speaking of not realizing things.” He turned his head to face Skip. “Did you hear about the threats?”

      “What threats?” asked Roxy.

      “There’ve been threats against some of the wedding party.” He allowed a dramatic pause. “Nothing to worry about. Heather’s father has it covered.”

      “How?” asked Skip, before a burp escaped his open lips.

      Steve ignored the faux pas. “Look around. Fully half the people in this room are bodyguards, private detectives, or plain-clothes police.”

      Heather looked around. “I’d say more than half, and even more will come as soon as rooms open. That last attack on a guest was a dumb thing to do. Bodyguards of every shape, size, and gender are here with more waiting to come.”

      At that moment, Steve knocked over his empty glass. Roxy let out a squeal.

      “So sorry,” said Steve. “It must be the gin. My mouth is running like a broken faucet and I’m clumsy as a blind man trying to thread a needle.” He paused. “Wait. I am a blind man.”

      Heather and Steve shared loud, inappropriate laughs. She followed by saying, “It’s a good thing all that spilled was ice. No harm, no foul.”

      Steve wasted no time in responding. “Speaking of harm, I have a story for you two. A man with a knife threatened me this morning. He came up behind me in the hall outside my room, grabbed me by the hair of my head, and jerked it back. I felt the cold steel of a knife blade on my throat.”

      Roxy lowered her gaze to the table while Skip smiled and said, “I bet dat scared ya.”

      Steve flicked his wrist like a fly had landed on his hand. “Naw, I knew he was bluffing. I quit being afraid of death and cheap thugs after one killed my wife. Think about it. What kind of loser picks on a guy who can’t fight back?”

      Heather held up an index finger and thumb against her forehead to form the letter L. “A complete loser. The guy ensured the resort is crawling with people with guns. I’ve never seen so many women carrying crossbody bags like mine.”

      “Did you bring that cute little nine-millimeter with the pink handle?”

      “I don’t leave home without it. It’s easy when you bring your own airplane. No hassle from airport security.” Heather followed up with another question for Steve. “How did you describe the guy who attacked you?”

      “Strong hands and a rough voice, like he came from one of the big cities on the east coast. He smelled like gin and hotel soap.”

      Servers arrived with their meals. Roxy rose from her seat. “Skip, get up. I have a headache. We’re leaving.”

      “Please don’t go,” pleaded Heather. “I thought we could make a night of it.”

      “What ’bout supper?” asked Skip.

      “We’ll have it delivered to our room.”

      Steve fired a last salvo. “Heather hired someone to taste our food, but she always errs on the side of caution. Enjoy your steak and lobster.”

      Skip grudgingly rose to his feet then wobbled. Roxy was already walking away. He had to hurry to catch up with her.

      “That went well,” said Heather.

      A sly smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “Are all four of the New York women waiting to pass Skip and Roxy on their way back to their rooms?”

      “Only two, with one more making noise in the bushes outside their fourplex.”

      “Let’s see what happens next,” said Steve.

      “Do you really think they’ll try something?”

      Steve asked, “Do you remember watching old cowboy movies where the bad guys set fire to the settler’s cabin, trying to smoke out the good guys?”

      “Not really, but I get the idea. Do you think we used enough smoke?”

      “We’ll find out in the next day or two.”
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      Heather called Steve and let him know she’d come to his room in five minutes. They’d go to the dining room for a late breakfast. The generous slab of prime rib and grilled prawns of the previous night meant she’d eat fruit and yogurt this morning.

      With handbag draped across her chest, she checked her phone for missed calls or texts from Jack. None existed, so she stepped into the hallway. The youngest of the four women from New York looked up from a sitting position. She’d stationed herself in a chair in the hallway with a view of Heather’s room, her father’s, Steve’s, and Zhang Min’s.

      “Long night?” asked Heather.

      The leggy woman raised her shoulders and let them drop. “Not bad. One of the other girls and I traded shifts. Two of the ladies that came with me kept an eye on Bella’s room while the last one roamed the grounds near Adam’s bungalow. I don’t know about the others, but I have nothing to report.”

      “That’s the way we hope things stay,” said Heather.

      “I heard how you and Mr. Smiley put a good scare into those two from the wrong side of the Hudson. Sweet move.”

      “Thanks. Steve and I are going to breakfast. My father and his personal assistant will join us, in a little while. Steve said he wanted to find a lounge chair and sit under a palm tree most of the morning. I’ll be with him all the time and we’ll be in plain sight.”

      “We’re all used to getting by on four hours’ sleep. I’ll follow your father to the dining room and sit close, but out of the way.”

      Heather retrieved Steve and they made their way downstairs. Jim McCloud’s waving hand beckoned them to join him as soon as they arrived at the hostess station. It was a disappointment to see Jim waiting for them, but she tried not to let it show. Of all the people on their list of suspects, she wanted to take his name off but couldn’t.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Steve.

      “Jim McCloud wants us to join him.”

      “Put on your game face.”

      Heather dredged up a fake smile and waved at Jim to signal they’d join him. She whispered, “I do hope we haven’t smoked out a rat from Princeton.”

      After getting Steve settled in his chair, she turned her attention to Jim. “As late as it is, I thought you’d have finished breakfast by now.” She took a good look and realized he’d not shaved in the last two or three days. His hair looked like he needed to change the oil.

      “I took your advice to lead a life of leisure for a while. I’m sure you know what they say about working your fingers to the bone.”

      Steve finished the thought. “You get bony fingers.”

      It was a horrible cliche, but all three issued what sounded like genuine laughs.

      The server came with a carafe of coffee. Heather answered an unasked question with a nod and the young woman turned over two cups and filled them with black stimulant.

      Steve lowered his head and sniffed. “One of the biggest joys in life is the smell of freshly brewed coffee at a quality restaurant.” He lowered his head even more and inhaled like his cup was a vaporizer. “Ahh. What a perfect way to start the day.”

      Heather asked, “Have you been here long, Jim?”

      “Long enough to have breakfast.”

      It was a vague answer and made her wonder if he’d been waiting for them to arrive since the restaurant opened hours ago. She was on the verge of seeking clarification when Steve spoke. “Jim, when I was a cop, I used to go to restaurants, a mall, or a park and sit for hours watching people. I found it fascinating and learned much about human behavior. Once you get the feel of a place, you can tell when a particular person or group of people don’t fit in. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Yeah! That’s exactly what I’ve done this morning. I got here shortly after they opened and I’ve been studying people.”

      “What have you noticed?”

      “This may sound weird, but there’s a high percentage of women carrying crossbody purses.”

      “Like this one?” asked Heather.

      “Uh-huh. I didn’t pay attention to it yesterday, but now that I’ve become aware, I can’t help but notice them.”

      Heather didn’t tell him that travel agents often recommend this style purse for tourists. Both hands remained free and the chances of robbery or theft from pickpockets are reduced. Instead, she put her purse on the table. “Do you see this gap in the back?”

      Jim leaned down and gazed at her purse.

      “This is a built-in holster.” She pulled back the flap for only a fraction of a second and revealed a glimpse of black metal.

      He sat up straight. “You have a pistol in there?”

      “I’ll give you three reasons for me wanting to carry a weapon: First, I’m an ex-cop. There are more than a few people I’ve sent to prison.” She held up another finger. “I’m a single woman who happens to be very wealthy. That makes me a double target.” She stuck out her thumb to join her index and middle fingers. “Finally, I’m now a private investigator. Steve and I are still making enemies.”

      Steve added, “The fourth reason is that she’s my bodyguard.”

      “That makes sense for you,” said Jim. He looked around the near-empty room. “I wonder how many of the women I’ve noticed this morning are carrying pistols?”

      Steve answered for her. “That’s the beauty of concealed carry. The bad guys don’t know who’s packing and who isn’t. You should see the other holsters they make. Whenever you see a man or woman with their shirttail out, you never know what’s in their waistband.”

      Heather added, “They fit so snug against the body, even trained officers can’t tell.”

      Jim’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and back down as he swallowed.

      The server returned and took orders. Steve behaved himself and ordered a bowl of bran cereal. Heather changed her mind. She’d wait for lunch before breaking her fast. Instead, she remained focused on Jim and changed the subject. “Find any promising leads on investments since we last talked?”

      He lowered his gaze and shook his head. “I appreciate what Adam does for a living, but staring at a computer screen all day isn’t really my thing. I read people better than charts.” He shifted in his chair. “I’m trying to get information about Nate’s hotel, but they haven’t probated the will. The attorney refuses to give information on who the new owner is.”

      Steve didn’t hesitate. “We can answer that. Detective William Nohr will be the new owner.”

      Jim’s eyes widened. “A police detective? What does he know about running a hotel?”

      Both Steve and Heather shrugged to show they didn’t know. Heather added, “You and I would be lousy at running a hotel, so we’d hire someone. All Detective Nohr has to do is find the right person to manage it. I understand it’s booked solid in the peak months and doesn’t slack up much in the windy months or shoulder seasons.”

      “Do you think this cop would be open to discuss selling it?”

      Jim made the mistake of not paying attention to who was coming toward their table. Heather answered his question by saying, “Here’s my father. Let’s ask him if he thinks Detective Nohr might be interested in selling.”

      Before Jim could object, her father and Zhang Min were at the table. “Do you mind if we join you?”

      “Of course not,” said Steve. He gave his nose a quick sniff. “Zhang Min, you're so light on your feet the only way I can tell you’re nearby is by that intoxicating scent you wear. What is it?”

      “Spring Bouquet. Lotus blossom is one of the scents.”

      “It’s so subtle and mesmerizing.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Smiley. I use it sparingly.”

      The server came and wrestled two more chairs to fit around a table designed to seat four. Her father told the young woman he’d like coffee and Zhang Min ordered green tea.

      Heather wasted no time in getting down to business. “Father, Jim was wondering if you thought Detective Nohr might be interested in selling the hotel he’s going to inherit.”

      Her father fixed his gaze on Jim, who seemed to droop like the petals on a flower left in a hot car.

      “I, uh, it’s only idle speculation, Mr. McBlythe.”

      “Nonsense. Some of the most lucrative deals I ever made started with questions that were nothing more than daydreams. Allowing the creative juices to flow and obtaining as much information as you can are prerequisites for any successful investor. I haven’t discussed it with Detective Nohr, but I can see where a hotel like Nate’s might appeal to you. Of course, that bright detective might not want to sell. With the proper manager, he could supplement his salary and have a built-in retirement plan.”

      “It seems you’ve done your homework concerning Nate’s hotel.”

      Her father held up the palm of his right hand and waved it back and forth. “Nate’s hotel is small potatoes. The real jewel is this resort. So much more could be done with this protected cove.”

      “You sound interested.”

      “They’re both moneymakers and turnkey ready. If I were interested, I’d want both.”

      Zhang Min added, “I should have the proposal ready for you to review by tomorrow morning.”

      Her father nodded his approval.

      Zhang Min took her crossbody bag off and placed it at her feet. Jim stared at her. Heather smiled at the woman sitting across the table. “Nice purse. I have one that’s very similar.”

      Heather caught Jim’s reaction out of the corner of her eye when Zhang Min said, “Better safe than sorry.”

      Jim rose. “I hear the pool calling my name. If you’ll excuse me, there’s serious loafing to get to.”

      Mr. McBlythe shook his head. “You can’t fool me, Jim. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t sniffing around for a bargain.”

      “I was, but my feet are feeling very cold. Sometimes the juice isn’t worth the squeeze.”

      Heather turned to her father after Jim made it to the door. “Great job to both of you.”

      Her father cast his gaze to Steve and his voice lowered to a serious tone. “It grieves me to think Jim McCloud is involved.”

      “Did you do a deeper dive into his financials?”

      Zhang Min responded. “His losses are more considerable than we thought. He invested heavily in the wrong crypto currency. It’s still only an educated guess how much of the family fortune he has left. I show around five percent.”

      Heather’s heart sunk. “No wonder he hasn’t shaved or bathed. He’s getting a head start on being homeless.”

      Steve rubbed his freshly-shaved chin. “Perhaps not. Let’s hold off on suggesting food stamps for him.”

      Heather puffed out her cheeks. “They don’t use food stamps in prison.”

      The redheaded private investigator took short, quick steps to where they sat. She stood behind Steve and gave her report to the gathering. “All clear last night, Mr. McBlythe.”

      “Good, but tell it to Heather. She’s in charge of security.”

      “Yes, sir.” She shifted her gaze to Heather. “Skip and Roxy Smith stayed in their rooms last night and haven’t made a move yet today.”

      Heather nodded. “What about Juan Tovar and Li Jing?”

      “Another day of diving at the same reef. Morning and afternoon sessions booked again.”

      “Did they stay on the patio last night?”

      “No change in pattern.”

      “Interesting,” said Steve under his breath.

      Heather told her the highlights of their meeting with Jim McCloud. Steve added, “Don’t crowd him, but let Heather know if he tries to leave the resort.”

      “Why would he do that?” asked Heather.

      “He probably won’t. Then again, he said he’s getting cold feet. That may mean he’s contemplating a quick flight off the island, or perhaps he was trying to make your father think he wasn’t interested in Nate’s hotel.”

      Zhang Min spoke next. “It’s for sure he doesn’t have money enough to consider buying this resort, but he still has enough to purchase Nate’s.”

      Heather’s father raised a hand. “Everyone needs to know that Zhang Min and I are hopping over to Puerto Rico this morning. I have a meeting there this afternoon. We’ll be back before dark.”

      The redhead lifted her chin. “I’ll go with you.”

      “That’s not necessary. Zang Min is more than capable of seeing I come to no harm.”

      Heather sensed the feisty New York woman wouldn’t shirk the responsibility of protecting her father. She also knew her father was fiercely independent. She needed to find a compromise. Without over-thinking it, she said, “Father’s pilots are sworn to absolute secrecy, so I’m not concerned for his safety once his plane is in the air. The only place on this island that concerns me is the road to the airport. I’ll tell Lonnie or Ingrid that we need to borrow one of the hotel shuttle vans for Father and Zhang Min. You drive, and take one of your women for good measure.”

      The stubby woman pursed her lips and gave a firm nod. “That works.”

      Heather looked at Zhang Min, who gave the slightest of nods.

      “Thank you, Heather,” said her father. “I can’t remember a time in my life when two women fought over me. I sort of like it.”

      Heather and Steve stayed at the table as the three others exited the room. Steve finished his coffee in silence, then stood to leave, but didn’t take a single step before she announced, “William and Connie are coming to us.”

      Once they’d closed the distance, Detective Nohr said, “We need to talk.”
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      Heather took a long look at William and Connie. It occurred to her how right they were as a couple, but how much they fought the magnetism that pulled them together. Their sideways glances locked and then broke with amusing effort. It was the same strange courting ritual she’d played with Jack until she finally succumbed to her feelings. Air eked out of her throat causing a soft whimper. New, confusing emotions had formed battle lines in her soul.

      Thoughts of William and Connie took flight, replaced by a mental image of Jack. Why did she have to think about him? If only he didn’t insist on invading her mind and disrupting her ability to concentrate on the case. Additional thoughts came to her like the wind of an approaching hurricane—irresistible and unrelenting. She wondered what his daughter was like. Pretty or plain? Smart or slow? Self-absorbed or generous and full of grace? How was Jack adjusting to being a father? Was there any chance their relationship could continue sometime in the vast expanse of the future?

      Steve’s words went to William and Connie and brought her back from the mental trip that reached over a thousand miles to the west. “You two wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have something important to tell us.”

      The server’s arrival at the table delayed the response. They both declined anything to eat or drink. Connie was the first to speak but only after William gave her a nod. “I found something among Nate’s personal papers when I cleaned out his room.”

      William pulled an evidence bag from a folder he’d carried in. “There’re two things. The first is a letter Nate left for me. He told me he had a premonition that something would happen to him. He wasn’t sure if I wanted to own the hotel or not and wanted to make sure I understood that I could sell it.”

      Connie took over. “Show them the document I found.”

      A second, thicker document lay in front of Heather in a plastic evidence bag. William explained. “It’s a tentative contract for the sale of the hotel to Jim McCloud. All the details are worked out and it’s an all-cash sale.”

      Heather asked, “Can I take a look at it? I have gloves in my purse.”

      “Please do,” said William. “Don’t forget to sign the chain of custody on the front. I’ll sign it and reseal it after you’re finished.”

      Heather took her time reading the document and then announced. “Everything’s in order if you decide to execute the sale after probate. Like you said, it’s an all-cash sale that transfers ownership to Jim.”

      Connie asked, “Is the hotel really worth that much?”

      Steve answered, “It’s worth whatever someone is willing to pay for it.”

      Heather added, “From my father’s research, this is more than he thought it should be, but not too much more. I’d say it’s on the high end of fair market value.”

      “That’s interesting,” said Steve. “From what we know of Jim McCloud, he’s a bargain-hunting kind of guy. It’s possible he’s using someone else’s money.”

      William’s eyebrows pushed together. “Who would that be?”

      Heather leaned forward, “I’m leaning toward the theory that Jim’s using his own money. Here’s why. He’s no stranger to making deals. Just because this agreement states a sale price, it doesn’t mean that he won’t come back and make a lower offer for the hotel. There’s nothing in the contract that makes it binding if both parties agree to lower the price. It happens all the time in this type of transaction.”

      “Ah,” said Connie. “Now it makes sense. Get William used to the idea of a quick, easy sale and then go for a bargain.”

      William leaned back, “I thought this was too good to be true. He’s counting on me not being used to negotiating a deal of this size.”

      Heather noticed Steve had not responded to her theory and wondered what angle she’d missed. She recognized his silence as him fitting the new information into a bigger picture, one that she couldn’t see.

      Heather slipped the contract back into the plastic sleeve and handed it to William. “Thanks for bringing that to us.”

      William placed the documents back into a folder and volunteered an additional comment. “There’s nothing new on us finding a boat Skip and Roxy could have used to come from St. Thomas on the night Nate was killed.”

      Steve gave his head a nod, but didn’t add anything to the conversation. Had he slipped into his contemplative phase of solving a case? Perhaps, but if he had, it meant he was getting close to untangling a web. All she could see were loose ends poking out in various directions. Perhaps she needed a couple of hours under a palm tree.

      William and Connie rose from their seats as if telepathy gave them instructions to do so. He rushed to pull out her chair and she gave him a coy smile for his effort. Connie longingly scanned the room, allowing her gaze to drift out the windows that overlooked the patio bar, pools, and the bay. “Such an amazing place,” she whispered. “It’s paradise.”

      “That it is,” said William. He turned to Steve. “Keep us posted if you obtain any new information that might help us. Patience from my supervisors in St. Thomas is running short.”

      Steve answered with something between a huff and a grunt. Heather put words to her opinion of distant supervisors applying pressure. “We’re making steady progress. Inform them of what Connie found and that should buy you a few more days.”

      Steve broke his silence. “They’ll stay awake at night trying to figure out what that contract means. They’ll be wrong.”

      William and Connie both raised their eyebrows. Heather headed off their question by saying. “That’s Steve’s way of saying he needs to spend some time listening to the waves come to shore.” She beamed a smile. “They bring messages from mermaids that help him solve murders.”

      Laughter came from Connie. She looked up at William and winked. “That’s your problem. You’re not listening to mermaids. Who knew solving a crime was so easy?”

      “Don’t underestimate what can happen when you allow yourself to listen to the sea,” said Steve. “You and William should try it.”

      Connie gave him a serious look, then shifted her gaze to William. “What do you think about that?”

      He seemed to be summoning up courage to respond before saying, “I’m willing to try if you are.”

      “Could we come back this evening? The hotel will be covered by the new desk clerk I hired.”

      “I’d like that very much.”

      William looked at his watch and the mini-spell broke. He nodded to Heather and escorted Connie from the room. They were soon out of sight, walking with quick steps into their busy lives.

      Steve was on his feet and Heather placed his arm on hers to lead him outside. “Let’s find a couple of lounge chairs away from everyone. You look like you’re in the mood to do some serious thinking.”

      He agreed. “Lead on. I’ll take my sandals off and walk in the sand until we get to a quiet spot. Make sure I’m in the shade. Me and the sun aren’t as good of friends as we used to be.”

      They stepped onto the patio, went down some steps, and past the bar. They skirted a splash pad and shallow pool alive with squealing children and proceeded toward the full-size pool. Unlike many resort pools with curved sides made to resemble a lagoon, this one was a traditional rectangle with black lines painted on the bottom to guide swimmer’s laps.

      As they approached the largest pool, Heather pulled Steve closer to her and whispered. “Judith Tovar is swimming laps. Do you want to talk to her?”

      He nodded. “Let’s see what she thinks of her stepson spending so much time with Li Jing.”
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      Heather directed their footsteps to the shallow end. She watched as Judith plowed her way toward the opposite end of the pool. Her walker sat several yards away from the steps leading into the water. “I’m surprised. Judith has arms and shoulders that I’d expect on a college-age swimmer. She’s not able to kick much, but she swims at a fast clip.”

      Steve whispered back, “The human body is a remarkable machine. Weakness in one area leads to strengths in others. Any idea what’s wrong with her legs?”

      “She said something about a spinal cord injury. Do you think it’s important?”

      “Probably not. Let’s focus on Juan and Li Jing.”

      Heather shielded her eyes from the morning sun and cast her gaze to the far side of the bay where waves broke over the coral reef. “The dive boat is just past the breakers again. Today it’s about forty yards north from where they dove yesterday afternoon.”

      Steve grunted in a way that told her he wasn’t going to say anything more. It wasn’t long before Judith pulled up at the shallow end, breathing heavily. She raised swimmer’s goggles to the top of her head and wiped her face with both hands. Between labored breaths she said, “Well, hello.”

      “Hello,” said Steve in return. “How’s the water?”

      “Delicious. You should change and swim a few laps.”

      “I tried it a couple of times. I veer off course and run into walls and other swimmers. Treadmills and stationary bicycles are more my style. I also like walks, but they need to be on trails I’m familiar with.”

      She gave him a head-to-toe inspection. “You look to be in good shape. You must work out regularly.”

      “Not as much as I should.” He gave a nod to his right. “Heather’s the one with the personal trainer.”

      “It shows. Oh, to be young and fully mobile again.” She let out a sigh and added, “Let me get out and dry off. We’ll sit and have a proper chat.”

      With that, Judith half-walked, half-swam to the steps. She reached out her right hand, pulled on a chrome rail, and took stiff-legged steps out of the water. Once out, she walked with short, choppy steps to her walker and grabbed her towel. She dried a little and wrapped the towel around a surprisingly trim midsection. Heather could see in her imagination the figure she must have had before her legs atrophied and her shoulders widened with newfound muscles.

      Judith led the way to a cluster of chairs where she motioned for Heather and Steve to join her. Heather formed the chairs into a triangle and settled Steve into his before she lowered herself. She made a point to look relaxed with one leg draped lazily over the other. It wasn’t long before Judith asked, “Have you heard anything new about who killed that poor man in the parking lot?”

      Steve answered, “We spoke with the detective in charge of the case a few minutes ago. It doesn’t seem like he’s making much progress, but we’re not privy to everything he knows.”

      Heather added, “There’s a general mistrust between the police and private investigators.”

      “Not to mention that Heather’s an attorney.”

      “Such a shame,” said Judith. “I’m so glad Juan wasn’t on the island when that man was killed. You know how the cops in the US or their territories always think the worst of men Juan’s age who have a Colombian passport. They automatically assume they’re involved in some sort of drug activity.”

      “Silly, isn’t it,” said Steve. “When I was a homicide detective, I made it a point to allow the evidence to lead me instead of trying to cram square pegs into round holes.”

      Heather pointed to the diving boat in the distance. “Are Juan and Li Jing diving at the reef again this morning?”

      Judith gave a clipped nod. “I think my stepson is part dolphin. He’s had an ongoing love affair with the sea since he was a child.”

      Steve’s voice took on a note of concern. “Aren’t you worried about him spending so much time with a woman who’s awaiting trial for murder?”

      It was a tough question that should have elicited a bigger reaction from Judith. Instead, she laughed and said, “You’d have to know Juan to realize his interest in any woman is short-lived. It’s a trait passed down from his philandering father, God rest his soul. Besides, he’s leaving the island at the end of the week.”

      “Do you plan on staying?” asked Steve.

      “Can you think of a better place to spend the summer? The only thing that can drive me off this island is a hurricane.”

      Steve took in a full breath through his nose. “Smell that sea air. I believe I’m getting addicted to it.”

      Judith shifted in her chair. “Tell me, Ms. McBlythe—”

      “Please, Judith, call me Heather. I dropped all formalities when the door to my airplane opened after landing.”

      “Of course, Heather. I was wondering if you, Steve, and your father would like to join me for dinner tonight?”

      “I’m afraid my father flew to Puerto Rico for some sort of business meeting and I have no idea when he’ll be back. If it runs late, he may not return until tomorrow.”

      Steve chimed in. “Heather and I are free. Why don’t we ask Juan and Li Jing to join us? I’d love to hear about their dives at the reef.”

      Judith hesitated, but not for long. “That would be fun. I’d like to get to know Li Jing better even though I know Juan will end up breaking her heart.”

      Steve stood, which was Heather’s cue to take him to a quiet place. Salutations were exchanged and a late dinner scheduled. Judith stood by pulling up on the walker and ambled toward the hotel.

      “Go ahead and take off your sandals,” said Heather. “Past the pool is the boardwalk. We’ll be on it until we reach the beach.” Steve complied and they walked on concrete, then smooth boards. They reached the sand and traveled to a spot where only distant squeals from children and the waves coming to shore were heard. Heather watched as Steve’s cane made contact with a lounge chair.

      “Can anyone hear us?” he asked.

      “Not unless we scream.”

      “Good. Tell me what you observed about Judith.”

      “Nothing physically to indicate anything but a spinal injury. The vertical scar indicates she might have a metal rod in her back. Otherwise, I found it odd that she accepted her stepson’s love-’em-and-leave-’em attitude toward women. Too cavalier for my liking.”

      He took in another long sniff of sea air. “We need more information on Juan. Call your buddies in the government and tell them they still owe you a favor. Since Li Jing is off limits, let’s see if we have better luck with her new boyfriend.”

      Heather slipped her phone out of the pocket of her shorts and placed a call to her friend at the FBI. The conversation with her former college classmate, who was now a mid-level supervisor with the FBI, lasted fewer than six minutes. As usual, they’d buried him in paperwork, but he pounded on the keys of his computer long enough to discover that Juan Tovar was a person of interest. A scheduled meeting prohibited him from doing a deeper dive into Juan’s history. He committed to provide more information later that afternoon. She slipped her phone into her bag, and cast her gaze to Steve who looked the picture of contentment on the lounge chair with the sea breeze ruffling his brown hair.

      “Success?” asked Steve.

      A feeling of partial satisfaction swept over her as she adjusted the back of the lounger to a gentler angle. “He looked deep enough to tell me the feds are interested in him.”

      “What about his stepmother?”

      “He didn’t mention her.”

      “Ah,” was Steve’s one-word response that only meant he’d taken in and filed the tidbit of information.

      It was common for Steve to become a recluse when he was tying together the details of a case. She’d learned over the years not to press him during these times. He’d start the conversation after arranging his thoughts. Then, she’d challenge his theories.

      She settled back on the webbing of the lounger, closed her eyes, and listened to the rustle of palm fronds above her head. A deep, cleansing breath was a prelude to concentrating on sounds and not sights. Stress went out with each exhale until she reached a state of semi-consciousness.
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      Time eventually lost its meaning, at least until Steve broke the spell. “Who do you think killed Nate?” he asked.

      She kept her eyes closed. “I don’t think it was Jim, but it could be. He’s sneaky, but doesn’t have the guts to use a garrote. I can almost imagine him using poison, but cutting into someone’s throat with a metal wire between two sticks? Much too messy and personal.”

      “He had motive and opportunity.”

      “Even under extreme duress, the method doesn’t fit.”

      “I think you’ve eliminated him as a suspect.”

      Heather knew Steve was testing her resolve on the decision she’d made. She refused to give in to him. Instead, she challenged him. “When was the last time you heard about someone who grew up in the Hamptons and spent summers on Martha’s Vineyard using a garrote to commit a murder?”

      “There’s always the first time, but you make a good point. A brutal, premeditated murder isn’t what Jim McCloud would do. What about Skip?”

      Heather fought the desire to open her eyes. “He’s a likely candidate for hurting someone and he’d do it without a second thought. Still, it’s a big step up to intentionally kill someone. I looked into the details of the manslaughter charge. The victim had a bad heart. All Skip did was slap the guy around.”

      A mental image flashed into Heather’s mind. “The same goes for Roxy. She has plenty of strength and comes from a background where life is cheap. But unlike Skip, she’s smart and scheming. If she killed someone, we wouldn’t find the body.”

      “They both sit in their room all day drinking liquid courage. What if Roxy distracted Nate in the parking lot and Skip slipped up behind him and did the deed?”

      Heather cracked open one eye. “What’s the motive?”

      “To purchase Nate’s hotel cheap and get out of the cold winters of New Jersey.”

      Heather countered with, “They’re born and bred city-dwellers who stay out of the sun all day. They’re definitely not sun worshipers. Besides, we still can’t place them on the island on the night of the murder. Even if one or both of them did it, they have an excellent alibi. The idea of them coming by boat in the middle of the night was a shot in the dark. The police should have covered that angle by now.”

      Heather expected Steve to hiss out a breath, expressing his disgust at the duo getting away with the crime. Instead, he moved on. “Juan Tovar. What do we know about him?”

      “Not much. Only that he loves to dive and seems to have plenty of money to do so.”

      When she opened her eyes, Steve was sitting up with legs straddling the lounger, digging his toes into the sand. “Tell me again about where you’ve seen him diving.”

      Heather faced the opening to the cove. She raised her hand to point even though it was meaningless. “The dive boat started on the south end of the cove, past the reef before the waves break. Each day he’s moved to the north. He’s about a quarter of the way to the far side.”

      “And Li Jing is with him,” said Steve.

      “Uh-huh, and I’m still miffed that my contacts wouldn’t give me any information on her. I think it’s possible Juan and Li Jing might have known each other before they came to St. Croix.”

      Steve pulled his feet out of the sand and leaned back on the webbing. “Of all the things about this case, Li Jing is the most puzzling. I’m looking forward to having dinner with her.”

      Heather’s phone came to life. Instead of it being her friend with the FBI, Bella’s name appeared on the screen. She put it on speaker. “What’s up?”

      “You and Steve need to get back to the hotel on the double. A maid found another guest unconscious in his room. His face is a bloody mess. We’ve called cops and EMS.”

      “We’re on our way.”

      Steve was already on his feet. “I was hoping this wouldn’t happen.”

      Heather collected Steve and what little she’d brought, including her sandals, which she carried in her free hand. She led them through the deep, dry sand, then stayed near the water where the footing was firm. Together they jogged all the way to the boardwalk, retracing their way. Bella waited for them poolside.

      “How bad?” asked Heather.

      “Worse than Jim McCloud.”

      “Can he talk?”

      “I don’t know about talking, but he can sure scream.”

      Misty, the redhaired private investigator, met them as they entered the hotel. “Police and medics are here. What’s going on?”

      Bella answered. “Another assault.”

      Muscles in the woman’s jaw flexed. “Were they part of the wedding party?”

      Bella shook her head to give a negative response. “He’s a single guy who has a YouTube travel channel.”

      Steve said, “Misty, I need you to take me to my room. I’d only be in the way.” He turned his head to Heather. “Find out all you can and come tell me.”

      Heather passed Steve off and quick-walked with Bella until they reached the victim’s room. Detective Nohr, a uniformed officer, and EMT’s were at work when they arrived. “Let them in,” said Nohr to the officer.

      A banshee-like scream came from the man when they slid a backboard under him. A radio call gave the attendants permission to administer a shot. The female EMT dug out a vial and a syringe from what looked like a large tackle box. She pulled the plastic top off the syringe with her teeth and thrust the needle into the vial. Once loaded, she thumped the syringe with her left middle finger and administered the shot. “It won’t take long for this to take effect, Mr. Rankin.”

      Heather inspected the man’s face. A blood-stained bandage wrapped around his head. The skin around both eyes was red and puffy. The male EMT said, “The cut on the forehead isn’t as bad as it looks. It appears to be a single blow that split the skin. He also has bruising to the ribs on both sides.”

      William spoke up. “There’s blood on the edge of the door. It looks to me like he was opening the door to let someone in when the door struck him in the head and sent him to the floor.”

      “Where are you taking him?”

      The EMT spoke while keeping his gaze on the patient. “St. Thomas. We don’t have the facilities here to do the advanced diagnostic tests he needs. His vitals are good, but there could be internal injuries. We’ll send him over by air.”

      Detective Nohr asked, “Can I ask him a few questions?”

      “You can try. The doctor ordered a full dose of feel-better juice. As soon as it hits him, you’ll have better luck talking to the wall.”

      Right on cue, the man’s head lolled to one side. Any chance of questioning him about who’d done so much damage was gone for the time being.

      Additional first responders entered with an ambulance gurney. It wasn’t long before only William, Heather, and Bella remained in the room with an officer standing in the hall. William looked at Heather. “Any ideas?”

      Heather gave a somewhat guarded response. “By the injuries he sustained and the condition of the blood on the floor, I’d say the assault took place within the last two to three hours. This type of beating fits what Skip Smith would do, but I expect Roxy to give him an alibi. If it were me, I’d have a talk with Skip as soon as possible. Try to get a search warrant for their room. That might be tricky, but try anyway.”

      “I need to process this crime scene first. I’m the only one with the training here on St. Croix.”

      Heather looked toward the door. “Bella and I are going back to Steve’s room.”

      Bella added, “Let me know when we can clean the room. No rush, but my parents will want it done as soon as possible.”

      The trip to Steve’s room passed without words until Bella said, “I don’t get it. Mr. Rankin seems like a nice, harmless guy. Why would someone do that to him?”

      Without thinking Heather said, “Follow the money.”

      “What money?”

      Heather realized what she’d said. “I was parroting one of Steve’s go-to lines, and he’s usually right. People do all kinds of cruel things for money.”

      “I wish they wouldn’t do them so close to my wedding.”

      She hooked her arm in Bella’s and allowed a smile to seep out. “Let’s tell Steve he’s not doing enough to solve the murder and this is the second victim of an assault. That should light a fire under him.”

      Bella’s smile turned crooked with doubt. “I’ll let you tell Steve that.”

      “It might be fun to see his reaction.”

      Bella waved her hands like a football referee signaling an incomplete pass. “If you want to have a battle of wits with Steve, do it without me. He plays chess and I play checkers.”

      “Good analogy, but the only way you learn chess is to dive in and lose a few hundred games.” Heather sucked in a full breath. “You give him the report of what we saw and heard. It will be good practice. Listen closely to his follow-up questions. You’ll learn a lot.”

      “Back me up.”

      They reached Steve’s door and knocked. Misty answered and let them in. Once they’d gathered in the seating area, Bella did an excellent job of relaying what she’d seen and heard. Steve nodded his approval and asked, “Did you smell anything unusual?”

      “Uh…”

      Heather took over. “There was a fairly large puddle of blood on the floor. Other than the distinctive metallic smell, all I noticed was medical supplies until I went in the bathroom. Mr. Rankin uses a cloying body spray. It’s something none of our other suspects use.”

      Bella rolled her eyes. “I didn’t even think about unusual smells.”

      “Most people don’t,” said Steve. “Once you get in the habit, you’ll be surprised how much you’ll pick up on.” He took in a breath. “Let’s review. The injuries that Mr. Rankin sustained are consistent with the MO of Skip Smith. Right?”

      “Right,” said Heather.

      “Why was he beaten more severely than Jim McCloud?”

      Misty answered, “That’s what they do in Jersey to people who owe money. First they warn, then they up the ante to a hospital visit. The third time it’s concrete shoes and into the river.”

      Steve asked, “Does it have to be money?”

      “Not necessarily, but ninety-nine out of a hundred times, money’s involved.”

      He pulled his hand down his face. “I agree it’s related to money, but perhaps not directly.”

      Heather's mind kicked into gear.

      Steve leaned forward in his chair. “Misty, for your benefit, I’ll tell you something that Heather and I found out about Nate’s hotel. Jim McCloud signed a tentative contract to purchase it from the person named as the owner in Nate’s will. Nate had a buyer lined up in case he died, and the new owner wanted a quick sale.”

      Misty tilted her head. It made her look like a confused puppy. “I don’t understand how the sale of either property has anything to do with the assaults.”

      Steve answered. “Follow the money. Someone’s trying to make this resort drop in value before Lonnie and Ingrid can sell it.”
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      Steve leaned his head back and inhaled deeply through his nose. Heather cheeped a muted laugh. “Every night we come to this dining room and you do the same thing. Your love affair with food is on display for all the world to see.”

      “Let them look,” said Steve, without a hint of regret. “And for your information, I’m taking in more than the smells.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the thump of the base guitar playing on the patio and the murmur of dozens of conversations taking place at the same time punctuated by guffaws of laughter. There’s also the clink of silverware on plates, the quick steps of servers set against the slower, faltering steps of diners weaving their way to and from tables. Combine those with the teasing smells of exotic spices, and I’m in one of my happy places.”

      She took steps forward. Because of the late hour, the dining room was half empty. Heather continued the conversation. “I knew missing lunch was a bad idea. Now you’re starving. You’ll eat way too much and go into a food coma instead of concentrating on the case. Don’t forget that we’re here to pump Juan and Li Jing for information.”

      Steve swept a narrow path in front of him with his cane as he held on to her arm. “I’ll behave myself and not order the escargot.”

      “You wouldn’t eat snails if they came wrapped in bacon, were beer-battered, and deep fried.”

      “I call it dining with discretion.”

      “Call it whatever you want. This restaurant is making your clothes shrink.”

      “They’re supposed to when you’re on vacation. You’ve watched me cook when I’m puttering around my condo. There’s not much in the way of quality, quantity, or variety. I also hit the gym almost daily as long as we don’t have a case to work on.”

      “True, but that doesn’t give you carte blanche to gorge yourself.”

      Heather wondered how many times they’d bantered back and forth like this. The subjects of their pretend bouts of contention changed but the game was always the same: each staked out their position and dug in. She’d discovered a long time ago that he did this for her benefit much more than his. She needed to keep her mind sharp to help solve a murder… a skill set unique from her normal grind. The stakes in business boiled down to profits and losses. Not so in a murder investigation; the result of failure or success could lead to more deaths. Yes, money was often involved, but losing freedom and living in a concrete and steel cage meant more than money for the perpetrator. For society, it was peace of mind that justice had been served.

      She whispered, “Shh. We’re almost there.” Greetings were exchanged as Juan sat sandwiched between his mother and Li Jing. Judith sat with shoulders square. She toyed with the stem of a wine glass half filled with a rose-colored liquid. Juan had drained most all the dark liquid in a highball glass, while Li Jing lowered a glass of what looked like white wine.

      Judith acted as master of ceremonies. “There you are, right on time. Have a seat and we’ll get the server to see what magic potions the bartender can conjure up.”

      Steve found the back of his chair and spoke before he pulled it out. “I’ll have whatever local beer they have on tap. I’m prone to knock over bottles and the server might as well tip over my wineglass and save me the effort.”

      Heather made sure he was settled with his collapsible cane folded and stored under his chair. “White wine for me.” She cast her gaze to Judith. “I hope we didn’t keep you waiting.”

      “Not at all. We’re still on our first round of the evening.”

      The server arrived to take drink orders. Juan was the only one of the early arrivals who wanted a replacement. He ordered a Cuba libra.

      Heather noted his selection and said, “I only drink Cuba libra when I travel to Havana.” She leaned forward and finished her thought. “I also dip the end of a genuine Cuban cigar in the rum and cola and puff on something that doesn’t taste like tree bark. There’s nothing like a hand-rolled cigar in Havana.”

      The confession had the desired effect on Juan. He leaned forward and offered a toothy smile. “I’ll have to remember that trick the next time I’m there.” His lecherous gaze said more than his words.

      Heather leaned back. She’d already scored an imaginary point by learning that Juan had ties in Cuba.

      Judith flashed a glance in her stepson’s direction but quickly refocused on Steve. “Tell me, Steve, why were the police and ambulance here this morning?”

      He spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “Someone assaulted another guest.”

      Judith’s eyebrows raised. “How dreadful. A murder in the parking lot and now two assaults. I hope the injuries weren’t too serious.”

      “They think he’ll survive and take home a nice scar as a souvenir.”

      Juan asked, “He’s still unconscious?”

      Heather nodded a positive response while Steve said, “Whoever did it got carried away.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Juan.

      “The blow to his head caused significant damage.”

      It wasn’t true, but they didn’t need to know that.

      Heather added, “One thing’s for sure, he’ll never be able to identify who attacked him.”

      Judith and Li Jing’s faces showed no emotion while Juan covered the inkling of a smile by draining his glass of all the liquid that remained. Heather gave herself another half-point for extracting what she thought was a reaction from Juan. She couldn’t make it a full point because she wasn’t positive that he’d actually smiled.

      The server returned with the drink orders, which gave a welcome break to the grim conversation.

      It came as a surprise to Heather when Li Jing winked with the eye away from Judith and Juan. She asked, “Are you and Mr. Smiley really private detectives?”

      Steve tilted his head as he reached for his beer. “Who told you that?”

      “I read the book about how you two reunited Bella with her parents and caught the killer of her kidnapper.”

      Judith added, “I read it, too. And to think that wicked man took her from the very beach past the pool I was swimming in this morning.”

      “We were lucky,” said Steve.

      Li Jing dove back into the conversation. “One method you use to catch the killer VERY smart. You discover who had skill to kill Mr. Brumley.”

      Steve played along. “Motive, means, and opportunity. Those are the three pillars of any investigation. If you don’t have all three, the investigation falls apart. We had to consider who had the skill to kill from such a long distance.”

      Li Jing’s voice took on a playful tone. “Let’s play game. Pretend police say we attack man this morning. How many have alibi?” She rushed her next sentence. “I’ll go first.”

      Steve held up his hand as a stop sign. “Before we can proceed, you need to know something about the crime. The assault took place between seven and nine this morning.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Juan.

      “Two things. Someone spray painted several security cameras starting at seven. That established the first time. The end time is more complicated. It has to do with the rate of blood coagulation. The longer it’s outside the body, the more it hardens and changes color.”

      Heather bobbed her head in agreement. “So, Li Jing, where were you between seven and nine this morning?”

      Her eyes opened wider than normal. “My room. Juan and I dance very late. Diving and dancing make me tired. I need rest.”

      Steve asked, “Did you eat breakfast?”

      “I eat protein bar and fruit in my room.”

      “Did you order coffee or juice from room service?”

      “I make tea in room.”

      Heather jumped in. “That’s not much of an alibi.”

      Steve shook his head. “Sorry, Li Jing. We’ll have to leave you on our suspect list.”

      Heather spoke in a teasing tone. “What about you, Mr. Smiley?”

      “Like Li Jing, I was in my room alone.”

      Heather clucked a series of tsks. He interrupted and said, “Wait. A private detective your father hired stayed in the hall outside our doors all night. You and I have air-tight alibis.”

      “That’s right,” said Heather. “You and I are in the clear.” She turned to Juan. “What about you, Mr. Tovar?”

      “Not guilty,” he said with a wide smile. “Like Li Jing, I needed sleep and was dead to the world until eight.”

      Heather spoke in a teasing manner. “Not good enough. You’ll need a witness.”

      His black eyebrows knitted together over deep brown eyes. He flashed a smile. “There’s a security camera that covers the hall outside my room. It will show that I didn’t leave my room until after nine.”

      Steve said, “We’ll have to verify that it wasn’t spray painted.”

      “It wasn’t,” said Juan. “I have a habit of looking at security cameras.”

      Heather quickly added, “I thought I was the only one who did that. It drives me crazy every time I go to London. Cameras are everywhere, and I’m forever running into people because I’m looking up at those intrusive one-eyed monsters.”

      Once again, Juan had let something slip that he didn’t need to. Heather concluded he might be a skilled diver, but keeping secrets wasn’t his forte.

      Steve ran a finger down his sweating mug of beer. “We’ll give Juan a pass unless he’s wrong about the security camera. That only leaves Judith.” He spoke in a menacing tone. “Where were you between the hours of seven and nine this morning?”

      “Oh dear,” said Judith with pretend fear in her voice. “Bella and I took our normal walk at daybreak. I went back to my room and ordered breakfast. I placed the tray outside my door about seven forty-five and watched news on television until I went to swim laps at nine-thirty.”

      Steve tilted his head. “And isn’t your room down the hall from the victim’s?”

      “It is.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “I hate to tell you, but you and Li Jing are still on our list of suspects. You’d both better call an attorney.”

      Judith leaned her head back and laughed. “What a lark this has been. I’m certainly glad I fail the other criteria. Crippled middle-aged women without a motive don’t make for convincing suspects.”

      Steve snapped his fingers. “Darn. I thought we had the case solved.” He raised his mug in a salute. “To unsolved crimes.”

      Everyone followed his lead with Juan repeating the words with gusto.

      From behind her, Heather sensed someone. She turned to see her father sweeping the table guests with his gaze. “Is this a private party or can anyone join?”

      She stood, received a hug, and stated the obvious. “You’re back. I thought you were going to stay the night in San Juan.

      Zhang Min dipped her chin. “We don’t want to interrupt your dinner.”

      “Nonsense,” said Steve. “I can tell by the size of this table there’s plenty of room for two more.”

      “Yes,” said Judith. “Please join us, Mr. McBlythe.”

      “Have we met?”

      “No, but I assume your last name is the same as your daughter’s since she wears an engagement ring without a wedding band.”

      Heather overcame the flip of her stomach and passed out introductions as her father and Zhang Min nodded greetings. Heather cast a lingering gaze at Li Jing and introduced Zhang Min to her in Cantonese. A broad smile pulled up at the corners of Li Jing’s mouth. Zhang Min dipped her head and tried to cover a chuckle.

      Steve was quick to cut in. “Watch out for Heather if you speak a language other than English. There’s a good chance she knows enough to get by.”

      Juan tested her by speaking in rushed Spanish. He asked if she’d like to join him on the patio after dinner. She asked about his diving partner. He replied that she’d told him she needed a break from dancing tonight.

      The wink from Li Jing signaled she also was multilingual and had hidden her ability to speak Spanish from Juan.

      Judith lifted her chin to look down on her stepson. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’d like to order. Unlike some people, I can’t dance the night away.”

      Steve laughed a little too hard and then explained. “I was imagining what it would look like if you and I tried. I’ve danced with children and all shapes and sizes of women, but never with someone pushing a walker. At least I wouldn’t step on your feet with your walker between us.”

      Conversation remained light until most of the way through the meal. It was then Heather’s father dropped his bombshell. In a matter-of-fact voice, he said, “Heather, I didn’t tell you why I went to San Juan today. I secured funding with three other investors to purchase this property and Nate’s hotel.”

      Juan jerked his head up as Judith and Li Jing looked on with wide eyes. Li Jing recovered the quickest while Judith patted her lips with a napkin. Juan laid his fork on his plate along with what remained of his meal and pushed it away.

      Heather turned to her father. “I thought you were lying low and waiting until the economy showed signs of recovery.”

      “Timidity is the stepfather of failure.”

      “That’s good. Did you make it up?”

      “No, but I wish I had.”

      It wasn’t long before Juan turned to his stepmother. “Tomorrow will be another full day of diving. Are you ready for me to see you to your room?”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to enjoy the music again?”

      “Not tonight.”

      Heather cut another bite of steak. “No dessert? I splurged and had the tres leches cake last night. It was to die for.”

      Judith was already on her feet with Juan holding loosely to her arm. “Either my swimsuit is shrinking or the wonderful food is taking its toll on my figure. I’d better pass on dessert.”

      Judith, Juan, and Li Jing excused themselves. When they were a safe distance away, Heather turned to her left. “That was a very convincing performance. Why did you really go to San Juan today?”

      He gave her a look of pretend hurt feelings. “I only bent the truth a little. I was checking out property in Old San Juan that’s coming on the market soon.”

      “Is it a promising deal?”

      “Not really, but we had a nice day walking around the city.”

      Steve raised his water glass in a pretend toast. “Here’s to deception.”

      Zhang Min asked, “Are the latest victim’s injuries serious?”

      Heather leaned forward to look around her father. “His head injury was superficial and there are two broken ribs. No internal injuries. The biggest damage is to the reputation of the resort.”

      Steve folded his hands in front of him. “One more loose end and we’ll put a bow on this and give Detective Nohr a nice present.”

      Zhang Min spoke in low tones. “I’m not comfortable with your father staying in his room.”

      “What do you suggest?” asked Steve.

      “That he and I switch rooms until you, Heather, and Detective Nohr conclude your investigation and people go to jail.”

      Heather turned to her father. “I think it’s a wise thing to do. Are you willing to trade rooms, Father?”

      “I’m not an expert on security. I’ll go where I’m told.”

      “That settles it. We’ll play musical rooms.”
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      The ringing of the hotel phone on Heather’s nightstand woke her from a dreamless sleep. She looked at the green digits on the clock beside the phone and sat up. What mischief necessitated a call at 3:45 a.m.? Her mind went immediately to her father’s safety as she jerked the receiver from its cradle.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Instead of receiving an answer to the question, a voice spoke in Cantonese. She wasn’t expecting to hear the sing-song of the exotic language, but she tuned in as Li Jing gave her name and said, “I need to see you. May I come to your room?”

      Heather responded in the same language, but with an accent she knew blended Boston with Texas. “I’ll call Steve. Let’s meet in his room. I assume you know which one it is.”

      “Yes. Please tell the woman in the hall to allow me to pass.”

      “We’ll expect you in ten minutes.”

      No additional words were required. Heather phoned Steve, who was already awake. Being blind, daylight and dark meant little to him, especially when he neared the end of an investigation. She sensed that time was drawing near.

      “I’m coming to your room,” said Heather. “Li Jing will follow me by five minutes.”

      “Good. That will save us from having to hunt for her today.”

      Heather had time to brush her teeth, change out of her sleepwear, and tell the woman in the hall to allow Li Jing to pass. Steve must have heard her footfalls, and pulled the door open. His first words were, “I’m making you a cup of coffee.”

      “You’re a prince among men. I was enjoying the best night’s sleep in days when she called.”

      Her flip-flops slapped against her heels as she made her way to the tiny coffee maker capable of producing only one cup of stimulant at a time. It finished with a final sputter and hiss as she approached it.

      “You didn’t seem surprised that Li Jing called me.”

      Steve’s head didn’t budge. “It was a matter of time.”

      “Do you know what she wants to discuss?”

      “I have a good guess.”

      Heather spoke through a yawn. “Do you mind letting me in on it?”

      “That would spoil the surprise.”

      She put the thin paper cup on the small table in front of the couch. “This coffee is too hot to drink and my mind is still in sleep mode. You’ll have to carry the conversation.”

      Tentative taps on the door sounded. Heather abandoned her steaming cup to let the visitor in. Li Jing wasted no time in traversing the short distance to the couch where she sat on the edge of a cushion. She was short of stature, but her self-confidence shone through and made her seem larger.

      Steve bid her a good morning and asked if she wanted a cup of tea. She refused. “I apologize for the early hour, but I came to tell you what I know about Juan Tovar’s activities.”

      Steve, seated in a club chair, folded his hands on his lap. “I think I already know.”

      “Oh?”

      “He’s mapping the reef.”

      “Correct.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “I only have speculation.”

      “Tell me what he’s done so far.”

      Li Jing bobbed her head. “He started diving at the south end of the mouth of the bay. With each dive he completed about twenty-five yards of measurements, including the distance from the bottom to the top of the reef. It’s dangerous, but he’d swim over the reef and take the same measurements from the bay side.”

      Steve asked, “Did he also measure the width of the reef?”

      “He used a laser to measure from multiple angles. It’s a sophisticated instrument that records measurements and downloads them into a computer that produces 3D images.”

      “Do you think he intends to map the entire reef?”

      “If we can believe him, he’s leaving the island in three more days.”

      “How much of the reef will he have mapped by that time?”

      “Approximately one third. Perhaps a little more.”

      “Interesting,” Steve allowed a few seconds to pass before he continued. “Heather couldn’t help but notice you two have been spending your nights dancing. Did you learn anything valuable there?”

      A breath of air huffed from her nose. “He treats women like he’s choosing vegetables in an open-air market.”

      “I expected that,” said Heather. “The things we go through to glean information.”

      A look of commiseration and mutual respect crossed Li Jing’s countenance before she turned her attention back to Steve. “Otherwise, he’s guarded with his words. It was only by overhearing a conversation in Spanish that I learned when he plans to leave the island.”

      “Do you know who he was speaking to?”

      Her black hair swayed from left to right. “It was a man’s voice.”

      “Do you know where he’s going when he leaves the island?”

      “His first stop is Miami. That’s all I heard.” Li Jing tilted her head. “Does this help you?”

      Steve smiled. “Things are coming together nicely. One or two more days and we’ll give Detective Nohr someone besides you to arrest.”

      This earned a smile from Li Jing. “You’re living up to your reputation.”

      “Let’s not celebrate yet. There’s still a lot that can go wrong.”

      A look of genuine concern came across Li Jing’s countenance. “Is the guest injured as bad as you told Juan?”

      Heather took this question. “We stretched the truth a little, to get a reaction.”

      “Clever. You also made him believe every woman with a crossover purse is carrying a weapon.”

      “The art of deception,” said Steve.

      At that moment, all sources of light blinked off. Heather sprung from her place on the couch. “Father!”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Steve.

      Heather fielded his question. “No electricity.” She groped her way to the drawn curtains and jerked them back. A cloudy, moonless night ensured no slivers of light shone in from the outside. She reported her findings.

      “I don’t like it,” said Steve. “Go check on your father. Don’t use the light on your phone when you open the door. Put your back to the wall and feel your way. His room isn’t far.”

      Li Jing’s voice pierced the darkness. “I’ll stay here with Steve.”

      With purse strapped against her, Heather made it into the hallway and moved toward the young private investigator. Using the same senses Steve used, she found the woman lying in a heap with her chair overturned. She was breathing, but motionless. The smell of chloroform hung in the air. A door opened from halfway down the hall. A bleary-eyed guest came out of his room with the light from his cell phone punching a hole in the darkness. He shone it in Heather’s direction. “Are the lights out all over?”

      “They seem to be. It’s a good morning to sleep in.”

      “What’s wrong with her?” the man asked.

      “Too many shots of tequila. She almost made it to her room, but not quite. I’ll wake her and get her in bed.”

      “Need help?”

      “Thanks, but no. She’s getting over an abusive boyfriend and may become violent if a man touches her.”

      The man gave a wave of surrender and went back into his room.

      Heather took her phone from her purse and turned on the light. She made it to her father’s room at the same time Misty did. Heather used a series of knocks that she and her father had worked out as their password. He cracked the door open and asked, “Is everything all right?”

      “Someone chloroformed the woman assigned to guard the hall. Misty will stay with you. You don’t leave this room.”

      She turned to leave and her father asked, “Where are you going?”

      “To check on Zhang Min.”

      “Wait,” said her father. “You’ll need the key. It’s a good thing this hotel still uses metal ones. Bella gave us an extra.”

      Heather took the key and quick-walked to the room her father traded with Zhang Min. She slipped the key in the door and turned the lock. Cat-like steps brought her into a room as dark as a dungeon. The light of the phone imitated the beacon of a lighthouse as it shone into the room. Once again, the pungent smell of chloroform hung in the air.

      She took three steps into the room before a blow sent her reeling. Muscle memory kicked in and she broke her fall with outstretched hands. Stunned, she lay face-down on the carpet. The door slammed. By the time she cleared her head enough to rise to her feet and stumble to the door, the hallway was empty except for the unconscious guard.

      Furious with herself for not keeping her back to a wall when she burst into the room, she went to the bed to check on Zhang Min. The woman was coming around and speaking Cantonese. The gist of her words was a self-loathing rant seasoned with creative expletives. She blamed herself for sleeping so deeply while on assignment.

      Heather again used what she believed was the woman’s native language. “We both failed, and we’ll pay for it with terrific headaches.”

      Zhang Min rubbed her eyes. “Is your father safe?”

      “He’s in your room safe and sound with Misty.”

      “Did you get a description?”

      Heather shook her head. “Whoever it was knows their business. They almost knocked me out with a blow to the back of my neck.”

      “We must go to your father and report our failures.”

      Heather already had her cell phone in hand and took care to keep the light out of Zhang Min’s eyes. Instead, she conducted a quick search of the floor. The light stopped moving when the beam passed over an object that sent a chill down Heather’s back.

      “I’m luckier than I thought,” said Zhang Min.

      Heather nodded. “Another garrote. Someone is serious about wanting to kill my father.” She reached for Zhang Min’s hand. “If we have to confess our incompetence, let’s get it over with.”

      “I’m not used to doing this. I don’t like it.”

      “Me either,” said Heather.

      Once reunited with her father, Heather said, “Let’s go to Steve’s room. That will save me and Zhang Min from having to tell our tale twice.”

      The trip to Steve’s room took about thirty steps. The hallway guard had partially regained consciousness. They helped her back into her chair. The eldest of her co-workers came running down the hall with a small flashlight throwing beams of light in front of her. The younger woman wasn’t one-hundred percent, but good enough to wave help away and give an assurance she was all right.

      The gaggle of visitors arrived at Steve’s room. He was the only one not wearing sleepwear. After a full accounting of actions and mistakes made, Steve and her father took turns brushing aside confessions of ineptitude.

      After assurances of no permanent damage, Steve got down to business. “Man or woman?”

      Heather said, “Either, but whoever it was knew how to punch. The smell of chloroform was too strong to pick up any other scents.”

      Zhang Min added, “I’m not a heavy sleeper. The person was very light on their feet, but strong.” They continued to discuss the minute details of the attacks until there was nothing more to say.

      A knock on the door caused everyone’s head to jerk upward. Heather looked through a peephole and said, “It’s Detective Nohr.”

      In a matter of seconds, the detective stood in their midst and gave a partial report. “This isn’t a random power failure. The electricity is off on a quarter of the island.”

      Steve asked, “Have you done a thorough search of the room Zhang Min was in?”

      “Not thorough, but I bagged and tagged the garrote. An officer is posted at the door.”

      “I have a favor to ask you.”

      William looked at Heather and raised his eyebrows to ask if she knew what it was. She shrugged and shook her head.

      Steve continued, “Heather will give you a list of people who shouldn’t leave the island. Can you make sure no one on the list flies out?”

      “It’s a small island and I know everyone who works at the airport. It’s not uncommon for tickets to get lost and their computers to lose reservations.”

      “Perfect.”

      William’s radio crackled to life. He left the room to respond to the transmission.

      Steve spoke with conviction. “We’ll wrap this case up tomorrow morning.”

      “That soon?” asked Heather.

      “The wedding rehearsal and rehearsal dinner are fast approaching. We don’t want this spoiling Bella and Adam’s celebration.”

      Heather couldn’t believe she’d pushed the wedding out of her mind.

      Steve then asked, “Is it daylight yet?”

      “First light,” said Misty.

      Heather moved to the curtains and opened them. As soon as she did, the lights came on.

      “Good,” said Steve. “I hear air conditioners and refrigerators running. Who’s going with me to breakfast? Nothing will be ready for a while, but it beats sitting in this room.”

      “Perhaps we should all go,” said Heather. “Unless I miss my guess, there are a lot of loose ends that will need to be tied up today.”

      Steve asked, “You mentioned last night, you might fly to St. Thomas to check on Mr. Rankin. Are you still planning to go?”

      “Unless I need to stay here.”

      Heather’s father broke in. “I want to go with you.”

      Zhang Min chimed in, “I go where he goes.”

      Misty spoke next. “Me, too.”

      Heather asked, “Anyone else?”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “Take Bella, Adam, and one more of Misty’s crew to guard the bride and groom. The happy couple should have the jitters about now. A quick trip away will do them good.”

      It amazed Heather how many details Steve could cram into his mind at one time.

      Steve’s phone announced he had a call from William Nohr. He froze in place with the phone pressed hard against his ear. “I understand. Heather’s on her way.”

      He held the now silent phone in his hand. “Get to Jim McCloud’s room. Another beating.”
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      That afternoon Heather and her father looked down on Jim McCloud as he worried the tape securing an IV. Steri-Strips closed a gash on his forehead, and looked like lines of white out, the poor speller’s best friend. She thought how appropriate it was to think of Jim as a mistake maker. After all, he’d squandered away most of the family fortune and had involved himself in something that resulted in him lying in a hospital bed.

      The beating had also delayed Steve’s timeline to solve the case by a full day.

      Not wanting to make Jim feel worse, she pulled a pretend smile from a supply, slapped it on, and said, “The cut on your forehead isn’t bad at all. I was afraid it was farther down your forehead and you’d be out of luck with the ladies. From all the blood, I thought it was much more serious.”

      Jim spoke in a voice painted with regret. “It’s my fault for trying to back out of a deal.”

      “Business deals are civil matters. I emphasize the word civil, which doesn’t involve violence.”

      “I must have skipped that lecture at Princeton.” Jim tried to come up with a convincing smile and failed. “You didn’t have to come see me. I’ll be all right once I get this leg fixed.”

      Heather’s father asked, “Is that the opinion of the orthopedists, or your own wishful thinking?”

      “A little of both. The bruising to my ribs hurts like crazy, but they only cracked one. As for my leg, the knee cap is a mess. They say I’ll have a limp to remind me of my time in St. Croix. I’m hoping a specialist back home might have a better prognosis.”

      Heather took his hand. “I know you don’t think so, but you were lucky.”

      Jim averted his gaze. “I guess you’re right. It could have been much worse.” He paused. “And it still might be.”

      Heather squeezed his hand. “Nothing more is going to happen to you. We’ll see to that.”

      He fixed his gaze on her. “Who’s we?”

      “Me, Steve, the police, Bella and Adam—we have a small army helping us.”

      “Include me on that list,” said Heather’s father.

      “I appreciate what you're saying, but you can’t watch over me all the time. I’m a marked man if I don’t do what I’m told.”

      Heather spoke with unflinching certainty. “Not if the people who did this to you are behind bars where they belong. They’re counting on the fear they’ve put into you to be stronger than your character.”

      Jim spoke through a ragged breath. “They’ll kill me if I don’t do what they say.”

      Heather hovered over him and looked into his eyes. “Look at me, Jim. If you live in constant fear, your life is already over. I don’t mean to preach, but it’s time you quit looking for shortcuts to get your money back.”

      “Things look different when you’re on a hospital bed, unable to move without pain shooting through you. When was the last time someone laid you out on the floor?”

      She responded without hesitation. “Same as you, yesterday morning. While you were getting beat to a pulp, someone caught me in the back of the neck and drove me to the floor.”

      Heather’s father chimed in, “Their plan to kill me failed because Heather and Steve’s crew didn’t let it happen.”

      Jim’s eyes widened. “They tried to kill you?”

      “We found a garrote on the floor by his bed. If Father’s personal assistant hadn’t suggested the two of them trade rooms, he might be dead now. But that’s not what’s important. How we react to someone coming against us is all that matters now. We’re fighting back.”

      Jim’s confused gaze preceded his eyes darting from left to right. “How can I fight back? Look what they did to me. This was only a sample of what they’re capable of.”

      Heather held up her right hand with her forefinger and thumb separated by only a quarter inch of distance. “We’re this close to putting a pack of people in jail.” She took a step away from the bed and folded her arms to communicate a challenge. “What happened to that smart, fearless guy I knew in college? You’re the one who broke into the dean’s office and stole his Mont Blanc pen.”

      A smile spread and brightened Jim’s face, but only for a moment. “That was on a dare and I mailed it back to him. Anonymously, of course.” He issued a weak chuckle. “I also made two hundred bucks for taking it.”

      Heather gave him a nod of affirmation. “You’ve never been a coward, Jim. This is no time to start. With you or without you, we’ll solve this case. It will be sooner if you help us.”

      From some unknown place, he dredged up a small dose of character. “What do you want me to do?”

      Heather pulled out her phone. “Give me a full and accurate statement of everything leading up to your assault.” She gave him a piercing stare and repeated a word that caused him to swallow. “Everything.”

      Jim looked down in shame. “Does your father have to hear this?”

      “You’ve hidden things from the police and from me. I want a reliable witness to hear what you're going to tell me. Besides, it will be good practice for when you tell Detective Nohr the same thing.”

      Jim remained quiet except for his shallow breaths. When his shoulders dropped half an inch, Heather knew he’d decided. He reached out his hand for her to take. “You’re just like you were in college, moving forward with absolute confidence. You knew I’d break and tell you how I got into this mess.”

      Heather’s father gave a different angle to her confidence. “Sometimes it’s difficult to distinguish confidence from mule-headed stubbornness.”

      She tented her hands on her hips. “Are you saying I’m stubborn as a mule?”

      “If the bridle fits…” He left the rest unsaid as Jim’s belly bounced up and down and he pulled his arms tight against himself to still the movement.

      “The ribs! Don’t do that,” he squawked. “Don’t torture me. I’ll tell you everything.”

      It took over thirty minutes to complete. Questions and clarifications volleyed back and forth before Heather had wrung everything out of Jim. He’d danced around the edges of crime. Not a safe place to play, but, as she saw things, there wasn’t enough to convict him of anything warranting a prison sentence. A skilled lawyer could wrangle a misdemeanor probation.

      The thought of a good defense attorney brought up a mental picture of Jack. She tried to push his face out of her mind, back to where he belonged with his daughter.
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        * * *

      

      A taxi took Heather, her father, Misty, and Zhang Min to the old warehouse district of St. Thomas. It was a multi-block area of renovated warehouses dating back hundreds of years. Centuries ago, they housed all manner of goods, especially those related to the rum trade. Thick-planked doors from ancient timbers gripped brick walls with the aid of hand-forged hinges. The bricks, first used as ballast in the bottom of merchant ships, came from a smattering of European countries, primarily Holland. The buildings once held sugar, rum, and the plunder of pirates’ raids. Rooms that once kept the spoils of slave traders were now shops, boutiques, and restaurants. The ghost of the pirate Blackbeard seemed to inhabit the narrow alleys.

      They met up with the rest of the crew that had made the short flight in Heather’s corporate jet after lunch. They relaxed and enjoyed a meal amid a throng of tourists from docked cruise ships.

      Bella and Adam became the focal point as Heather suggested everyone buy a small gift for them to celebrate the next day’s rehearsal and the dinner to follow. Bella agreed, but put a twenty-dollar limit on the gifts and added that they couldn’t be any larger than a twelve-ounce glass.

      Since the day started early, and the return flight took mere minutes, they were back at the resort by nightfall. Steve hadn’t been idle.

      Her phone rang the minute she walked through the hotel’s front door. She could tell by the tone of his voice that he was in full detective mode. “I’m in the same conference room we used before. Come see me. There’s work to be done.”

      When Heather arrived, Bella’s father was moving a whiteboard into place at the front of the room. The chairs were in the same rows as they had been for the original meeting. She asked, “Do you want the photos back on the board?”

      “Leave it blank for now. Tell me about your visit with Jim. Did he agree to tell you about his assault?”

      “Mission accomplished.”

      Lonnie excused himself to attend to other duties, which left Steve alone with her. “Who did Jim say attacked him?”

      “It’s the person you named.” She tilted her head. “Was that a lucky guess?”

      He over-exaggerated his response. “Of course not. I simply took in all the evidence, filtered it through my brilliant mind, used inductive and deductive reasoning, and came to the only possible answer.”

      Heather snorted. “You guessed.”

      “Let’s just say I’m lucky at flipping coins… for a blind guy, that is.” He kept talking as she chuckled. “Give me details of your visit with Jim.”

      Heather launched into the tale of Jim’s injuries and what led to them. She concluded with, “Detective Nohr should have a formal statement by now. How do you want to use the whiteboard?”

      Steve explained his plan for bringing the case to a conclusion. Heather chose her words with care. “Isn’t that risky? What if any of the suspects don’t respond the way you think they will?”

      He placed both hands on the top of his cane. “Everything was muddy until I realized the motive behind Nate’s murder. Now it all makes sense.”

      “Agreed, but all the pieces need to fall into place in the right order or the whole thing could fall apart.”

      Steve grinned. “That means we can’t make any mistakes.”

      “Have you run this by Detective Nohr?”

      “I sent him a text telling him I need his help in gathering suspects tomorrow morning. Everything hinged on you getting Jim to talk. The dominoes are set up now for a little push.” Steve ran a hand over his face that needed a shave. “It would be a real plus if Jim could make a surprise appearance at tomorrow’s meeting. Do you think you could bust him out of the hospital?”

      Heather puffed out her cheeks and released the air while she considered. “He’s in a lot of pain, and his leg is in a cast. If he’s released, he’ll need a wheelchair and pain pills. We’ll also need a private-duty nurse.”

      “All we need is for him to show his face. Call his doctor and see what you can do.”

      Heather wasn’t sure she could bring home another blue ribbon with this challenge. “I’ll call as soon as I get to my room. Are you ready to go upstairs?”

      Steve held out his hand for Heather to take. “Lead on.”

      They almost made it to the end of the hall when Steve slowed and whispered, “Who’s working the front desk?”

      She walked on a few yards by herself and then returned. “It’s Frank and Mary Jones.”

      Steve used his cane to feel his way forward. “Hello, Frank and Mary. How are my two fellow Texans?”

      Mary’s words didn’t match her downcast gaze. “Excellent, Mr. Smiley. How can I serve you?”

      “Could I get one of you to lock the door to the room I’ve reserved for tomorrow morning?”

      “Certainly,” said Mary.

      Heather issued a word of thanks and took Steve’s hand again. She turned and spied the resort’s van delivering passengers. Her stomach worked its way up her throat and back down. Weak-kneed, she spread her feet to gain a firmer footing, then blinked three times to make sure her eyes hadn’t deceived her. They hadn’t. Under the awning, waiting for luggage, stood Jack with a gangly, brown-haired girl holding a pink cell phone.

      Panic covered her like a bird caught in an oil slick. Turning to Steve, she said, “Jack and his daughter are here. I can’t face them. You’re on your own.”

      She ran for the elevator. The door refused to open, no matter how many times she pushed the button. Giving up, she sprinted for the stairs and didn’t stop until a shaking hand fit the key into the lock of her room. The door flew open. She slammed it shut behind her and threw herself on the bed.

      After half a box of tissues lay scattered on the duvet, she rose and went to wash her face. She spoke to the pathetic visage that looked back at her in the mirror. “So much for bringing my A game tomorrow morning.”

      An audible gasp came forth when her phone rang. It rang ten times before it quieted, leaving only the sound of cool air whispering through the room’s vents. With trepidation, she moved to her purse and took out the device she’d spent so many hours talking to Jack on. The identification of the last caller flashed on the screen. She then manipulated the phone to replay the message.

      “It’s me. I talked to Jack and told him not to bother you until tomorrow afternoon. I’ll stop by after you’ve pulled yourself together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The knock came at 8:00 p.m. and froze Heather in place. She gathered what little courage she could dredge up and went to the door. Her lungs pushed out a huff of relief-filled air when she saw Steve standing alone.

      The door clicked shut after she allowed him to pass. As if he could read her thoughts, he said, “Don’t worry, Jack’s not skulking behind me.”

      She took him by the hand and gave a gentle tug. Questions sprayed the room. “What did Jack say? Did you meet Briann? What’s she like?”

      “Do you mind if I sit down?”

      She led him to the chair, which was a sister to the one in his room. “Sorry. I’m flummoxed.”

      He settled in the chair. “Good word. It fits, and to answer your question—yes, I spoke with Jack and Briann. She still goes by her mother’s last name, which is Lovejoy.”

      “Briann Lovejoy. Tell me about her. Does she seem happy to be here?”

      “How would you feel if the only parent you ever knew died? Add to that you had no choice but to live with people who didn’t know you existed two months ago.”

      It was like a knife twisted in Heather’s gut, but Steve kept talking. “I told Jack you were busy helping me wrap up this case and he should give you space until after it’s over.”

      Steve folded his hands together on his lap. “The timing of this is lousy, but the only way you’re going to make it through is to take things one at a time. From now until handcuffs click shut you need to focus on the case. I need your sharp mind and keen instincts. You know how much is riding on us doing our job. It’s literally a matter of life and death, and the person they want dead is your father.”

      She hung her head. “I know, but—”

      “But, nothing,” said Steve with a whip’s crack in his voice. “This is not a simple murder case. It’s not a crime of passion, but a carefully orchestrated plan.” He took a deep breath and let it out before he lowered the intensity to his words. “Have you looked at the file since you fled to your room?”

      A sheepish negative answer confirmed she hadn’t.

      “Take a shower, order a nice salad, open the file, and go over every detail. Examine the plan for flaws. If you think of a better way to wrap this up, call me.”

      “You don’t want to go over the file together?”

      Steve shook his head. “I have a dinner date with a young lady and her father. She agreed to be my guide if I introduced her to Bella. She read Bella’s book on the airplane and thinks the future bride may be the coolest woman in the world.” Steve grinned. “Her vote is still out on you.”

      “As well it should be.”

      Steve rose faster than expected. “Enough talk. It’s time for you to get to work and me to carry the conversation between Jack and his daughter. They’re not used to each other yet.”

      She walked him to the door. “Do you want me to take you back to your room?”

      “No need. This place is crawling with people protecting your father.”
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        * * *

      

      Light poured through the patio door as Heather awoke with a start. She’d convinced herself sleep wouldn’t come, but she’d proved the voice in her head wrong. Was it the warm shower or the reading and re-reading of notes in the case file that allowed slumber? Perhaps listening to ocean waves on noise-canceling headphones did the trick. Probably a combination of it all temporarily blocked out the trauma of seeing Jack and being judged by his daughter.

      The photos and pages that she’d spread across half the king-size bed went neatly back into the file. Steve’s plan seemed risky, but sound. She dressed in no time, put on a modest amount of makeup, and was ready to face the day. Breakfast first. She thought about going to the dining room but decided against it and ordered room service. No need taking the chance of running into Jack and Briann. She had to stay focused.

      Her phone rang and as expected, it was Steve. “Any problems getting Jim sprung from the hospital?”

      “My pilots flew Detective Nohr over this morning and picked him up. It was a chore getting him loaded and unloaded on the plane, but they’re on the way to the resort now.”

      “Excellent. Meet me in the room downstairs. We’ll put Jim in the room next to the one we’re using.”

      Taking no chances of getting on the elevator with Jack and Briann, Heather took the stairs and walked with head down going to the last room in the hallway. She sneaked a peek at the ballroom. A lone worker scurried about, setting up tables.

      Heather made it to the room where Steve and Detective Nohr waited. After giving William the opportunity to wish her a good morning, Steve asked, “Did you bring tape for the photos?”

      “In my purse.”

      She made her first mistake of the day when she asked, “How was your dinner last night?”

      Steve's posture stiffened. “We’ll play twenty questions later. Get focused.”

      She swallowed her regret for asking. “You’re right, and you both have permission to remind me not to let my mind drift.” She looked around the room. “Is Jim in the room next door?”

      Steve nodded. “One of Misty’s body guards is keeping him company.”

      “Which one?”

      Detective Nohr fielded her question. “The young, tall one.” He added, “The pills they gave Jim for pain have the side effect of lowering inhibitions. He took one look at his guardian angel and proposed marriage.”

      Heather rolled her eyes. “Jim always was impulsive.”

      The conversation ping-ponged back to Detective Nohr. “Your father is on his way.”

      “Good. He’d be disappointed if he didn’t have a role to play in this drama.”

      The wait wasn’t long until Misty stuck her head in the door, scanned the room, then looked over her shoulder and motioned with her head. In walked Heather’s father, flanked front, back, and sides by female body guards and Zhang Min. He gave greetings and moved to the back row of chairs. Heather earned a father’s wink as they traded glances. She couldn’t remember him ever winking at anyone.

      Steve stood at the far end of the whiteboard; Heather, on the side nearest the door. Detective Nohr stood between them at the halfway point. She placed the file containing photos and the roll of tape on the chair beside her, but kept her purse draped across her chest.

      Steve plowed ahead. “We can get started by identifying the victims. Heather, tape the photos of everyone assaulted and your father in a single row along the top. On a row under them, tape the other photos. Use the marker to write names under each photo.”

      She completed the assignment a few seconds before a loud voice in the hallway pierced the quiet. In walked Roxy Smith with a uniformed officer on each side. Her face glowed red with defiance. “You clowns got no right to detain me.”

      Detective Nohr looked at the officer on each side of her and then at the woman. “Did she resist?”

      “A little,” said the beefy uniformed man on her left.

      The detective’s gaze shifted to Roxy. “Is your name Roxy Smith?”

      “Go fly a kite.”

      “You’re now under arrest for lying to an officer, hampering a police investigation, and resisting arrest.” He shifted his gaze. “Cuff her.”

      Steve held up a hand. “Hold on a minute. That might not be necessary.”

      Detective Nohr ran a hand over his chin. “This isn’t the mainland US. We do things different here on the islands.”

      Heather knew the detective’s words were mostly a bluff, but not entirely. It’s legal for police to use deception to gain information and confessions from suspects. Still, suspects have rights that when infringed upon could sink their case if abused.

      William played his part well. “We know who she is and what she did in New Jersey. Her rap sheet gave me eyestrain from reading so much.”

      Steve’s voice held a plea for mercy in it. “I know what she’s done, but that doesn’t mean she killed Nate or knee-capped Jim McCloud.”

      Roxy looked at Steve with approval. “Darn right it doesn’t.”

      Steve motioned to Heather. “You’d better explain the photos to Roxy.”

      Heather took a step toward the board. “The police know what businesses you ran back in Jersey. You’re a tough woman with a history of associating with people who like to hurt others. They also know you came here to purchase Nate’s hotel, but there’s a small problem. You don’t have the cash it will take to buy it.”

      Detective Nohr thrust out his chin. “I believe we can convince a jury you hired a boat to bring you to St. Croix and return you to St. Thomas with plenty of time to spare.” He took in a deep breath and pointed a finger at her. “You researched Nate’s hotel when you came several months ago and again this trip until you received new instructions to research this hotel. It’s simple. You wanted to run a hotel like the ones you did back in New Jersey—one that played fast and loose with the law. You even brought your enforcer with you to make sure you got it. You distracted Nate in the resort parking lot late at night while Skip killed him.”

      Steve pulled a hand down the left side of his face. “It’s an excellent theory, and might be true, but I think there’s a lot more to this story.”

      “Are you saying she’s innocent?”

      “Roxy? Innocent? That’s a hoot. She’s guilty of plenty, but killing Nate may not be one of her crimes.” Steve put cold steel in his next words. “Like Detective Nohr said, they do things different here on the islands. There’s an ever-growing pile of circumstantial evidence against you. There’s also the simple fact that you’ll go before a local judge and jury. Plotting to get the property of a well-loved and respected native of the islands was a really stupid thing to do. Almost as stupid as participating in his murder.”

      Heather walked in front of the whiteboard with the line of photos on full display. “This reminds me of a case I studied in law school.” She pointed at the photos. “The police had three murders. They knew several gang members committed the crimes. The problem they had was getting any of the gang members to testify. They offered leniency to the first person who would tell the truth.”

      Heather pointed to the photos on the board one at a time. “Nate Johnson… murder.” She moved down the line of photos. “Jim McCloud… attempted murder and aggravated assault with a weapon.”

      Detective Nohr interrupted, “I believe we can get a conviction on attempted murder the second time he was assaulted.”

      “Very possible,” said Steve.

      Heather moved on. “Zhang Min and the private detective in the hotel hall… attempted murder with chloroform, not to mention that Roxy left behind the same type of weapon as the one used to kill Nate. To paraphrase Mr. Smiley, ‘How stupid can criminals get?’”

      “You can’t hang that on me. I was asleep in my room.”

      Detective Nohr spoke up. “We have footage from a security camera outside your fourplex that tells a different story. You didn’t notice that we put up additional cameras around the resort, did you? That’s another lie you’ve told.”

      Heather continued pointing at photos. “Mr. McBlythe, my father… attempted murder because he was the intended victim when Zhang Min was attacked.” She kept talking when Roxy opened her mouth, presumably to protest. “We know Father was the target because he was looking into purchasing Nate’s hotel. That would have left Roxy without her dream of living in St. Croix.”

      Detective Nohr spoke with mocking sympathy. “More evidence is piling up against you, Roxy. I can see the scales of justice tipping, and the prison door slamming shut behind you.”

      Heather moved to the next image on the board. It was a photo of a series of electric transformers. “The last crime was against property. Specifically, someone broke into a substation and cut the power to a quarter of the island. That power didn’t cut itself off.”

      Steve took his turn. “I don’t know why, but I think the reason Roxy wasn’t in bed when the botched attempt on Mr. McBlythe happened is because she was a few miles away, turning off the lights.”

      Heather added, “There’s also the matter of Mr. Rankin being beaten in his room. Someone has to account for that. It might as well be Roxy.”

      Steve let the accusation have its effect before saying, “Tell me, Detective Nohr, would your people be willing to do a deal?”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “Let’s say Roxy pleads guilty to breaking into the substation and turning off the lights. For this good deed, she tells all she knows about the assaults and Nate’s murder.”

      “I’ll have to check, and the information would need to be something that convinced me she could help prove who killed Nate.” He tilted his head like an inquisitive kitten. “Heather, what happened to the gang members in your law school story?”

      She drew a sweeping imaginary line with her finger under every photo. “They were all charged under laws pertaining to organized crime. Every one of them went to prison on life sentences. Most people don’t realize you don’t have to actually kill someone to be charged and convicted of murder. If you’re involved in the planning or commission of it, you can be held responsible. It’s called the felony-murder rule.”

      Detective Nohr gave a conspiratorial grin. “That’s music to my ears.” He turned to the officers. “I’m sick of looking at her. Cuff her, and take her to the room down the hall.”

      Steve spoke as the officers grabbed her by the arms, applied the handcuffs, and turned her toward the door. “I’m trying to help you, Roxy, but I need something to bargain with. Think about how old you’ll be if you finally make parole in thirty or forty years.”

      Roxy struggled against the hold the two officers had on her arms as they escorted her from the room.

      Once the room cleared, Steve said, “That went well. Tape Roxy’s photo under the one of the electricity transformers and draw a line between them. Bring Skip in next. Let’s see how loyal he is.”
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      Heather watched as two burly officers returned with Skip Smith in handcuffs,

      Detective Nohr gave a loud command. “Put him in the front row so he can see the nice pictures.”

      “These bracelets are too tight.”

      “Get used to them.”

      Steve moved a step closer to Skip and asked, “If I talk Detective Nohr into allowing you to wear the handcuffs in front of you, do you promise to behave yourself?”

      Skip didn’t have to think long. “Sure. I’m here on vacation. Besides, I ain’t never hurt nobody.”

      Heather countered his last statement. “That’s not what your rap sheet says.”

      “All dat was a long time ago. I’m reformed.”

      Heather fought to keep a straight face as Steve moved on. “Let’s give Skip the benefit of the doubt.”

      Detective Nohr motioned for the officers to unfasten one side of the handcuffs and reattach them in front of Skip. Once completed, he moved closer to the man with thick, tattooed forearms and a head that seemed a couple of sizes too small for his body. “You won’t like what happens if you try anything. I’m instructing these two officers to sit behind you. They’re both carrying Tasers. Your records show you know what it’s like to be on the wrong end of the metal barbs. Imagine what it’s like to have two jolts of electricity hit you at the same time.”

      Skip tried to put on a good front, but a bead of perspiration clung to the tip of his nose and refused to drop. “Is any of youse guys going to tell me what’s goin’ on?”

      “Great question,” said Heather. “I’ll explain.” She pointed to the top row of photos. “You’re involved in Nate Johnson’s murder and in assaults on everyone else on this board.”

      “No way. I ain’t killed no one.”

      Detective Nohr’s response cracked like a massive tree limb breaking. “She didn’t say you killed Nate. Only that you’re involved.”

      Steve spoke, which caused Skip to shift his gaze. “You really need to listen more carefully, Skip. If you don’t, you may get confused.”

      Heather took her turn. “Look at the photos in the top row. Do you recognize all these people?”

      Skip’s gaze parked on each photo until he got to the last one. “The one on the end ain’t a person. You trying to trick me?”

      “I’m glad you noticed that. Whose picture is underneath the photo?”

      “That’s Roxy. What’s with the line connectin’ ’em?”

      Steve broke in. “Tell me about your room here at the resort. How is it set up?”

      “Huh? What’s dat got to do with Nate gettin’ bumped off?”

      “You have to answer the question to find out.”

      “Oh. It’s older, but not bad. A small kitchen and bathroom. There’s a dining table and a couple of chairs. The TV is big, and the patio ain’t bad. It’s got a lounge chair and a plastic one.”

      “Does Roxy ever let you relax in the lounge chair?”

      “If she ain’t out there.”

      “How many beds?”

      “Two. One for Roxy and one for me.”

      Heather said, “One for each of you. That tells me you and Roxy aren’t married.”

      “Roxy ain’t the marrying kind.”

      “You drink a bottle of gin every day by yourself.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact.

      “Roxy gets it for me. She says it’s so I won’t get any ideas about me and her. I do a lot of pushups and sit ups in the mornings. Someday she’ll notice me.”

      “That must be frustrating,” said Steve. “I bet you’d do anything Roxy asked.”

      He pushed out his lips in defiance. “I got my limits.”

      Steve’s voice remained calm as he said, “In regard to your question about the line connecting Roxy’s photo and the power station… Roxy went to the power station and cut off the lights.” Steve's hand went up to block any denial. “She was in here before you and made it clear she left your room in the wee hours of the morning.”

      Heather didn’t give him a chance to speak. “You’ve worked for Roxy a long time. That means you know her very well. She makes special deals to get out of trouble with the police.”

      “Yeah. She’s smart.”

      Heather pointed to the photos on the top line as Steve said, “Take a good look. One person is dead and several hurt. Now look at the last photo and Roxy’s picture below it. What does that tell you?”

      He lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “I dunno.”

      Heather helped him with the answer. “You’ve already told us that Roxy makes deals with cops. That means it wouldn’t surprise you if she made a deal for herself. Right?”

      Hesitation filled his response. “I… I dunno ’bout that.”

      “Now look again at the last photo. There’s no line between Roxy and any of the other pictures. Put everything together and tell Steve what you see.”

      The dim light of revelation flashed in his eyes as a scowl furrowed his brow. “She’s made another deal. She’ll cop to turning off the lights if she don’t get busted for nothin’ else.”

      Steve, Heather, and Detective Nohr all nodded in agreement. Steve asked, “How does that make you feel?”

      “Mad.” His hands clenched into fists.

      “Have you ever considered making a deal of your own, like Roxy does?”

      “She makes ’em for me. All I do is keep my mouth shut.”

      “Not this time,” said Heather.

      “Why not?”

      Steve answered. “It’s murder and it comes with a life sentence.”

      “I ain’t killed no one in my life.”

      “That’s not true,” said Heather.

      Skip’s eyebrows pinched together in concentration. His eyes opened wide. “That guy don’t count. He had a bum heart.” His head shook side to side. “No way I killed that guy named Nate.”

      It occurred to Heather how much Roxy had taken advantage of the weak-minded man. He’d blindly do what she said.

      “I believe you,” said Steve, “but people got hurt bad and one is dead. I know you’re not a snitch, so we’ve come up with a way that you don’t have to say anything.”

      Heather explained, “Like Steve said, you don’t have to say a word. All we want you to do is nod or shake your head when I point at a picture. If you in any way hurt any of these people, nod your head. If you didn’t, shake your head like this.” She demonstrated as she gave him the instructions.

      Steve interrupted. “Heather, draw a line between Skip and Jim McCloud. We know he gave Jim a bloody nose.”

      Heather moved on before he could deny or confirm it. “What about the power station. Did you do something to turn off the lights?”

      Skip shook his head.

      “I didn’t think so,” said Heather. “That means Roxy did.”

      Heather turned to Steve. “Skip’s nodding his head.”

      Down the list she went. Time after time he non-verbally denied harming any of the victims until he got to the private investigator who was rendered unconscious in the hall outside her father’s room.

      Skip must have forgotten not to speak. “I missed one. Can I go back?”

      “Sure,” said Heather as she started with the first photo which was Nate’s. Skip shook his head. She moved on to Jim’s. Skip gave his head a firm nod, but said, “Only the time on the path. He stood still and let me pop him in the snoz. Roxy set it up for me.”

      Steve broke in. “What about the assault of Mr. Rankin in his room?”

      Heather pointed at Rankin’s photo. She narrated for Steve. “He’s nodding his head.”

      Heather looked at Skip who turned from her gaze. “Roxy sent you to rough him up, didn’t she?”

      “She told me to give him a little extra to put on his YouTube channel.”

      Now it made sense. Rankin was singled out to be bad publicity for the resort. His YouTube channel would guarantee it. They were on a roll. If they could just keep Skip going.

      Heather moved back to her own photo and pointed. “Are you sure you didn’t strike me when I came through the door of the hotel room my father was supposed to be in? It smelled like the chloroform you used on the woman in the hallway.”

      “Roxy told me all I had to do was pour that smelly stuff on a rag and put it over the mouth and nose of the dame in the hall. I left quick and went back to our room when she went to sleep. I left the bottle and rag in the hall.”

      “Was Roxy in your room when you got back?”

      “Naw. She came back later.”

      Steve took a step forward. “That’s enough for now. Let’s give Skip some time to think, drink a cup of coffee, and have an eclair or two.”

      Detective Nohr gave his officers a nod of approval. “Take him out and make sure he doesn’t talk to anyone.”

      The door closed as the officers took him away. Detective Nohr took steps toward Steve. “Do you think he’s telling the truth? I had him pegged as the one who did the serious damage to Jim McCloud and killed Nate.”

      Steve walked to the front row of seats with his cane sweeping a path in front of him until he turned and settled in a chair. “Someone wants us to believe he beat Jim the second time.” He lifted his chin and changed the business-like tone of his voice to something more casual. “I like your idea of coffee and a snack. Unless my nose is lying, both are on the table near Heather’s father.”

      For the first time, Mr. McBlythe spoke. “I’ll bring you a cup. Would you prefer a muffin or a scone? They cleaned out the eclairs.”

      “Scone, please. Are you enjoying the show?”

      “I’m learning a lot. If you ever give up solving murders, I could use you negotiating with labor unions.”

      “I’ll leave that dangerous work to people like you and Heather.”

      Steve was halfway through his cup of coffee and scone when Detective Nohr sat beside him and asked, “Who do you want next?”

      “Roxy’s had enough time to think. Let’s take another run at her.”

      Officers placed Roxy in the front row again, away from Steve. He hadn’t finished his scone and purposefully made her wait. The quiet room had the desired effect of causing her to fidget and dry wash her hands.

      Steve stood and walked back to his spot at the end of the whiteboard. “Heather, draw an arrow between Roxy’s picture and Jim McCloud’s.”

      Heather drew the line as Roxy demanded, “Why are you doing that? I didn’t touch him.”

      Steve shook his head. “You should have taken the first deal.” His voice rose several decibels. “We now have confirmation you’re responsible for breaking into the power station and cutting off the lights. We also know you had plenty of time to get back. Because you plunged the resort into darkness, most security cameras became useless. Multiple assaults took place during the blackout.”

      Roxy looked on through narrowed eyelids. “That’s a shame, but I was in bed.”

      Instead of erupting, Steve mocked her claim. “Do you think we don’t know you’re trying to pin as much as you can on Skip? He’s been your useful fool for years. The only reason you keep him around is to do some of your dirty work and give you alibis.”

      He turned to Heather. “Add more lines to the board.”

      Heather nodded. “You’ll notice I’ve put Skip’s photo on the board and now there’s a solid line between him and the bodyguard he chloroformed in the hallway. Also notice there’s a line connecting you and Skip to Jim McCloud for the bloody nose.”

      Steve interrupted. “The one thing we didn’t ask him was whose room you went to when you came back from the power station. That was an oversight but one that we’ll soon remedy. Skip is quite the conversationalist after he starts talking.”

      Heather took the marker in her hand. “I might as well draw another line between your photo and Jim McCloud’s for the second assault.”

      “Don’t forget the other assaults,” said Steve.

      “Right,” said Heather. “There’s Mr. Rankin, Zhang Min, me, and the attempt on my father. Either you or Skip assaulted all of us.”

      “Not true,” said Roxy with vigor. “Skip may have gotten a little carried away with Mr. Rankin, but that’s all he did. I didn’t touch a soul.”

      Detective Nohr shouted, “You’re lying. I want a dotted line between her photo and the one of Nate. I still say we can get a conviction based on circumstantial evidence.”

      Steve changed the tone of his voice again to something with a few flecks of sympathy. “Think about this, Roxy. We know why you keep Skip around and get him a bottle of gin every day. You two sleep in separate beds and you keep him out on the patio most of the time like he’s your pet bulldog. Now that he’s realized you’ve used him for years, we found him to be quite cooperative. In fact, he’s already admitted to several of the assaults on the board and he’s tired of the way you’ve treated him.”

      Heather gave a firm nod of her head. “Very tired of it.”

      Steve followed Heather’s words with, “The irony of all this is that you’re being played the same way you play Skip.”

      “Nobody plays me,” growled Roxy.

      “No? Think about it. Do you really believe they would ever allow a woman like you to run Nate’s hotel or this resort? They’d already changed their mind and found someone with an Ivy League education to fill that position. He tried to back out of the deal and paid the price. They don’t want a washed up madame from the wrong side of the Hudson. Face it, you’re completely out of your league and they’ve set you up to take the big fall. As soon as they feel heat, your name will be in the papers for killing Nate.”

      Roxy’s darting eyes told Heather Steve’s words had struck home. Heather looked at Detective Nohr and gave the slightest of nods.

      “Take her out again,” said the detective.

      Steve put an exclamation mark on the conversation by saying. “When we bring you back, it will be your last chance to save yourself.”

      Officers had Roxy halfway to the door when she turned. “What kind of deal?”

      Steve gave a slight nod. “That’s a smart move, Roxy.”
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      An officer moved Roxy to a chair in the third row after Steve, Detective Nohr, and Heather had plumbed the depths of her knowledge about the crimes. As a reward, the officer allowed her to bring her hands in front of her to put on the handcuffs.

      Next, officers brought in Skip and placed him on the opposite end of the row from Roxy. She tried to shrink him with her stare until he responded by sticking his tongue out at her.

      At Detective Nohr’s nod, officers retrieved two more individuals. Like Roxy and Skip, Juan and Li Jing sported chrome handcuffs. Li Jing kept quiet, but Juan had no intention of doing so. “Someone’s going to lose their job over this.”

      Steve was quick with a comeback. “You’re right, but it won’t be who you think.”

      Juan and Li Jing sat side-by-side in the front row. They examined the whiteboard until the door opened and Bella, Adam, and Lonnie walked in. Bella spoke first, “Juan’s stepmom is coming. She looks mad as a hungry shark with a toothache.”

      Detective Nohr turned toward the door and spoke over his shoulder, “I’ll head her off.”

      The speed of Judith’s approach told Heather the woman with the spinal injury made exceptionally good time when she wanted to. Her voice blasted through the partially open door. “Where’s Juan? Why was he led from the beach in handcuffs?”

      “You can’t come in,” said Detective Nohr in a soft but firm voice.

      “I demand to see Juan Tovar and to know why you’ve arrested him.”

      “He’s being detained for questioning.”

      Steve raised a hand. “I don’t see why she can’t come in. She might help us with a few details.”

      The detective gave Judith a firm stare. “I’ll make an exception this time, but it comes with the condition that you’re not to speak unless I tell you to. Also, you’re to sit at the back of the room.”

      “I’m not promising anything.”

      “Then you’re not coming in. Go back to your room, or wherever else you want to go.”

      She let out a huff of disgust. “All right. Have it your way for now, but expect a formal complaint followed by a lawsuit.”

      It was the same response Steve had told Heather to expect. She lost that side bet. Much to her chagrin, it happened more often than not with Steve.

      Judith scowled, gave her stepson an assurance that all would soon pass, and pushed her walker to the end seat in the back row.

      Heather opened her file folder, took out a photo of Juan, and taped it to the whiteboard under the photos of all the victims. She then drew a solid line between Juan and Jim McCloud and a dotted line from Juan to Nate Johnson. “Your turn, Steve.”

      He faced the room with both hands on the top of his cane. “As you can see, we now have proof that Juan committed the assault on Jim McCloud.”

      “What proof?” demanded Judith from near the back of the room.

      Detective Nohr barked out, “I warned you, Mrs. Tovar. One more word and you’re out of here.”

      Steve took the lead again. “Even though Judith’s question is out of line, it’s one that merits an answer. Two witnesses are prepared to testify that they have firsthand knowledge that Juan Tovar broke into Mr. McCloud’s room and assaulted him.”

      “Impossible,” said Juan. “I was asleep in my room.”

      “Not much of an alibi. You’re staying in a room whose balcony is directly above Jim McCloud’s. You dive twice a day and you’re in excellent physical condition. How easy would it be for you to tie a rope on the railing of your balcony and use it to climb a few feet down?”

      “I don’t even know that guy,” protested Juan.

      “But you know Roxy Smith, and she knows Jim quite well.” He paused. “Please don’t insult Detective Nohr’s intelligence by trying to deny it.”

      “Phone records,” said the detective before Juan could speak.

      “So what? I heard Nate wanted to sell the hotel. Roxy wanted out of New Jersey and I told her about it.”

      Judith spoke from the back of the room. “Say nothing else, Juan.”

      Steve ignored the voice and plowed on. “Like I was saying, Juan, you climbed down from your room, onto Jim’s balcony, went into his room and worked him over.”

      Juan challenged the claim with a smirk while saying, “And why would I do a thing like that?”

      “I’ll let someone else tell you.”

      “Who?”

      Roxy raised her handcuffed hands. “It’s all over for you, Juan.” She looked to the end of her row. “Ain’t that right, Skip?”

      “Yeah. I never did like him.”

      “Those two will say anything to save their skin. You couldn’t find two more unconvincing witnesses,” Juan sneered.

      “Thank you,” said Heather, “for confirming you know these two.”

      Judith seethed but had the good sense to clamp her mouth shut.

      Juan asked, “What reason would I have to harm Jim McCloud?”

      “We’ll get to that in due time,” said Steve. “What’s important is that you’re going to be arrested for the attempted murder of Jim McCloud and for the murder of Nate Johnson.”

      Judith’s mouth came unclamped. “Now you’ve made complete fools of yourselves. Juan was in Colombia when that man died.”

      Heather took her turn. “Cartagena, Colombia, to be exact. That doesn’t mean he didn’t hire someone to kill Nate or help plan the crime. It’s a good thing we have people who can corroborate that was his plan.”

      “That’s impossible,” said Judith with absolute certainty. “If you want the person who killed Nate Johnson, look no farther than that woman sitting next to my son. The police know she did it and they have plenty of proof.”

      The corner of Steve’s mouth quirked up in a smile. “Has anyone noticed that we haven’t talked about who has a motive for killing Nate Johnson?”

      The question hung in the air. Finally, Steve said, “Li Jing, Mrs. Tovar thinks you murdered Nate Johnson. Can you tell us what you’re doing on the island and what you know?”

      Li Jing stood, took a few steps toward the board, turned, and faced the room. “I work with an international organization that’s dedicated to the preservation and protection of marine environments. Our agency received a tip some time ago that someone wanted to destroy the reef that protects the resort’s bay.”

      Bella gasped with a hand over her mouth.

      Adam asked, “Who would want to destroy the reef?” He put a hand around Bella’s shoulders and drew her close. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “All the same,” said Steve, “that was an excellent question Adam, because it goes to the heart of the motive for killing Nate.”

      Before Steve could explain, a knock on the door sounded. In walked a police officer wearing gloves and carrying a plastic bag containing a laptop. Detective Nohr took it from him and went to a side table. He turned to Li Jing.

      She complied with the pre-arranged signal. The handcuffs came off and he handed her a pair of gloves. “Can you identify this lap top?”

      “It belongs to Juan Tovar. He took it on the diving boat each day and kept it in his room. It’s easily identified by the stickers.”

      “Do you know the password to get in it?”

      Li Jing gave her head a nod.

      “That’s illegal!” shouted Juan. “You can’t take my computer without a search warrant.”

      Detective Nohr reached into his pocket and pulled out a tri-folded document. “Ask and you will receive. A judge signed it yesterday and officers searched your room while you were being detained.”

      While William was talking, Li Jing powered up the computer. “No need for me to give you the password. It’s already unlocked.”

      Heather and William moved to where they could see the screen. Li Jing gave a running narrative. “Every day Juan added to the topographical map he made of the reef.” She dragged the mouse and clicked. “This one is the most complete.”

      “What do all the X marks represent?” asked Detective Nohr.

      “That’s where the holes are to be drilled into the reef. There’s a separate chart that tells the type of explosive they intend to use and the quantity required for each blast.”

      Bella’s words were filled with dismay. “I can’t believe anyone would want to destroy the reef. Why?”

      “It’s simple,” said Steve. “Money. It’s a lovely resort, but how much more would it be worth if the new owners could fill the bay with blue-water sailboats? Blow a hole through the reef and you have a channel for them to pass through.”

      “Over my dead body,” said Lonnie.

      Steve shook his head. “No. Over Nate’s dead body.”

      Bella’s blue eyes flashed. “Juan Tovar killed Nate.”

      Judith erupted in a full-throated denial of Juan’s guilt. Fingers pointed and voices raised.

      Heather moved to Steve. “You’d better cut to the chase.”
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      Detective Nohr held up both hands as a signal for everyone to stop. “Before we go on, I need to speak to those who are being detained.”

      “Good idea,” said Heather. “You don’t want to blow everything because of a silly mistake.”

      The detective took in a full breath and spoke rapidly. “Everyone wearing handcuffs, you’re officially under arrest. You have the right to remain silent…”

      He kept talking as Judith rose to her feet without using her walker. “I’ll not tolerate this. Juan will not go to jail for things he couldn’t have done.”

      Detective Nohr rested his hands on his hips. “Mrs. Tovar, I gave you multiple warnings about interrupting this investigation. You’re under arrest, too. I’ll start over on the warning I’m required to give all suspects.”

      “On what charge?”

      “Interfering with a police investigation.”

      After the detective finished the formalities, Steve took his place in front of the whiteboard. Heather moved to Steve’s side. “Mr. Smiley will now relate the events that happened in the hotel when the lights went out.”

      Steve waited until the room was quiet. “Roxy, did you cut the power off at the substation?”

      She dipped her head. “Yeah. But I never touched nobody.”

      Steve spoke to her as if she were a third grader. “Come on, Roxy. You can do better than that. Who approached you and paid your way to come to St. Croix and stay at Nate’s hotel? Who’s paying for you and Skip to stay at this resort?”

      She dipped her head and said, “Juan Tovar. He paid us in cash. Skip and I are here to scout out the hotel and the resort, report back to him, and rough up a few people.”

      “Why harm Mr. Rankin?”

      “The same reason Skip gave Jim McCloud a bloody nose. We were to give the resort a bad reputation to get the owners to sell cheap.”

      “Skip,” said Steve. “Did you assault a woman in the hotel's hallway when the lights went out?”

      He looked a little confused and said, “I put a rag over her face till she went beddy-bye. That’s all.”

      “Thanks Skip. Did you kill Nate Johnson?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did Roxy?”

      “We were in St. Thomas that night.”

      “Did you accidentally push Mr. Rankin too hard and kick him a few times when he was down?”

      “Yeah. He started cussin’ me.”

      “Thanks Skip.”

      Steve paused and scratched his chin. “Roxy. Who told you to spend the night in St. Thomas?”

      “Juan called me. He paid, and I didn’t ask questions.”

      “You can’t prove that,” said Juan with too much confidence.

      Steve came back at him with, “It was a mistake to tell them to go to St. Thomas. If they’d been here, you might have been able to pin Nate’s murder on them.”

      “That was the original plan,” said Roxy. “He wanted Skip to take care of Nate. I told him Skip wouldn’t do it.”

      Heather asked, “How did Juan react?”

      “He got mad.” She cast her gaze to Juan, eyes blazing. “You shouldn’t have told me I wasn’t good enough to run Nate’s hotel.”

      Steve took over. “Let’s talk about what happened when the lights went out.” He directed his question to Roxy. “I know you took a key to Mr. McBlythe’s room by bribing one of the desk clerks. You gave that key to someone, didn’t you?”

      Her gaze shifted to the carpet. “Yeah.”

      “It was Juan, wasn’t it?”

      “Ain’t no use in denying it. You got all the right answers.”

      “More lies,” shouted Judith.

      Heather knew what was coming next from Steve. He loved to keep suspects off balance and go back and forth between separate story lines, only to bring them back together and tie up the loose ends.

      “Bear with me as I explain the entire plan. Nate owned a small but successful hotel in town. When he learned the Swensons wanted to sell their resort, he wanted to purchase it. Jim McCloud heard through the grapevine a money-making hotel was coming on the market and he flew to St. Croix to check out Nate’s hotel. Jim had made a series of horrible business decisions and wanted a silent partner to back the deal. It wasn’t an enormous deal to Juan and his associates, but hotels are a good place to launder money. Juan agreed but at a price. Jim would be the purchasing agent, but would have no input into the running of the hotel. Juan chose Roxy to run the hotel and sent her and Skip to check it out. After she arrived on the island, Roxy told Juan about the Swenson resort, and he realized this could be a landslide, two-for-one deal.”

      “This is nothing but lies,” said Judith from the back of the room. “You can add slander to the charges I’ll bring against you.”

      Steve went on like he hadn’t heard her. “All it took was one look at this resort, and Juan and his people were licking their lips. If one hotel was a good place to wash dirty money, how much better if it were two? The first task was to get Nate out of the way. That was easy. Kill him. But that wasn’t enough for Juan and his associates. They wanted to lower the value of this property. Their plan began with a fake assault against Jim. They escalated it when they waylaid Rankin, who produces travel and resort videos. Jim’s second beating was a warning to stay in line with the plan and had the added benefit of devaluing the resort.”

      Heather interrupted, “When Juan and his associates heard my father was putting together investors to make a bid, they saw their plan crumbling.”

      Steve nodded. “Surely the murder of Mr. McBlythe would scare off anyone else, and they’d get the resort at a fraction of its worth.”

      Heather took up the story where Steve left off. “Once they obtained this resort, they planned to increase the value of the property by blasting a channel through the reef. Visions of yachts and multi-million-dollar sailboats in the bay danced in their heads. They were undone by greed and caught the attention of people who don’t take kindly to destroying marine wildlife habitat.”

      Heather gave Detective Nohr a nod. He walked to the door, opened it, and motioned with his hand.

      Steve spoke with confidence. “We have a special guest who would like to hear the rest of the story.”

      An officer pushed a wheelchair carrying Jim McCloud through the door.

      Heather watched as Juan Tovar’s eyes widened and jerked against the handcuffs. An officer pushed him back into his seat.

      “Good morning, Jim.”

      Jim looked at Juan. “He’s the one who attacked me in my room. Is he going to jail?”

      Heather answered for Steve. “For a long time.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Steve pressed on. “Here’s what else happened in the hotel when the lights went out. Roxy has already told us she bribed a desk clerk for the key to Mr. McBlythe’s room and Skip stated he rendered the guard in the hall unconscious. With no one in the hall to hear, Juan attached a rope to his balcony and climbed down onto Jim’s balcony. He entered Jim’s room through an unlocked patio door and attacked him.”

      “Now I remember,” said Jim. “I heard a noise and turned on the light on my phone and saw him come in. He told me I’d be food for the fish if I didn’t go through with acting as the buyer. He hit me in the head with a short wooden bat, and I went to the floor. I remember him laughing when he started kicking me. That was bad, but nothing compared to when he took the bat to my knee. Over and over, he kept hitting the same spot.”

      Juan was on his feet. “He couldn’t identify me. It was pitch black.”

      “Don’t worry, Juan,” said Judith. “I’ll get you the best lawyer money can buy.”

      Detective Nohr spoke. “I received a text from officers in Juan’s room. They found rope fibers on the railing of his balcony.”

      Steve turned to Juan. “Perhaps you should follow your mother’s advice and not say anything else.”

      Bella raised her hand.

      Heather leaned into Steve. “Bella has a question.”

      “Yes, Bella,” said Steve.

      “Who tried to kill Mr. McBlythe?”

      “Well done,” said Steve. “You remember details that are left hanging. The person who tried to kill Mr. McBlythe is the same person who killed Nate Johnson.”

      A dramatic pause followed. Every pair of eyes in the room locked on Steve. Time slowed as people leaned forward. Finally, he said, “Judith Tovar.”

      A riotous laugh came from the back of the room. Anger replaced mirth as Judith spoke through clenched teeth. “Look at me, Mr. Smiley.” An evil, taunting laugh burst forth from her. “That’s right, you can’t see me because you’re blind. If you could, you’d know I’m physically impaired and struggle to walk. That makes it impossible to kill a healthy man in his prime.”

      The corners of Steve’s mouth pulled up. He tuned to Heather. “Describe Mrs. Tovar’s physical condition.”

      “Her legs are moderately impaired, but she’s capable of walking short distances without aid. She exercises daily by taking early morning walks and swimming laps. Her shoulders are broad and her upper body is firm and strong, as you’d expect from a habitual swimmer.”

      “Would you say she’s capable of walking ten to twenty yards without the aid of her walker?”

      “I saw her do so at the pool.”

      “Are you saying she’s physically able to kill someone?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “It’s all a lie,” shouted Judith.

      “Let’s move on.

      “Roxy came back from the power station and used the key she got from the desk clerk to unlock Mr. McBlythe’s door.” Steve raised his chin. “Take it from there, Roxy.”

      “I went in the room with the chloroform Skip had waiting for me in the hall.” She nodded toward Zhang Min. “Juan never said nothin’ ’bout there being a man or a woman in the bed. Only that I was to knock ’em out, and that’s what I did.”

      Juan shifted and glared at Roxy. “Expect a late-night visit from some friends of mine.”

      Roxy shot back. “They’ll be on my turf if they come to Jersey. It ain’t a healthy place for people who don’t live there.”

      Steve took up the chain of events, cutting off the threat and counter-threat. “Roxy then exited the room. Right, Roxy?”

      “It’s like you was there, Steve.”

      “Thanks. You’re doing a lot to help yourself by telling the truth.” Steve took a step back and continued, “Roxy left the room and put the key in the lock for Judith, who came with a garrote. She hovered over the sleeping body and realized it wasn’t Mr. McBlythe. While she considered what to do, she heard Heather unlocking the door with the spare key. In her panic, she dropped the garrote, and moved against a wall. Heather walked in to check on Zhang Min and was knocked to the ground. Judith made her escape into the hallway. We’ve already established she’s not as physically impaired as she pretends to be.”

      “Good luck proving any of this,” snarled Judith.

      A knock on the door preceded an officer entering with an evidence bag in her hand. She handed it to Detective Nohr and spoke in a volume so muted only he could hear. He walked to where Heather stood beside Steve and held up the bag for her to inspect. He then faced the room and spoke to the woman near the back. “Mrs. Tovar, I believe this to be the garrote used to kill Nate Johnson. We found it under the mattress in your bedroom. It matches the materials used to make the one you left on the floor of Mr. McBlythe’s room. Don’t worry about trying to explain how it got there. You’ll have plenty of time to do so after we get you to jail.”

      Detective Nohr nodded to his officers. “Take them all away.”

      The train of suspects was led out of the room accompanied by threats and shouts of injustice from Juan and Judith Tovar.

      Steve said, “That’s my cue to stop talking. There’s a lounge chair under a palm tree calling my name.”

      With the case wrapped up, Heather allowed herself to think about the long-delayed talk she needed to have with Jack and his daughter.
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      The morning sun was four hours into its ascent when Heather walked past the pool. She was fifteen minutes early for her appointment, still practicing what she’d say. She moved to the boardwalk and sought encouragement from the small waves washing to shore. Her eyes were closed when a voice belonging to a preteen made the reality of the moment all too clear. “Jack said I had to talk to you.”

      Heather turned and tried to look into averted eyes. The rigidity of Briann’s body spoke the language of defiance. She said the first thing that came to mind. “Let’s get away from everyone. What we have to talk about is private.”

      It surprised Heather that she and Briann were the same height and build. The girl’s mostly brown hair had light hues of red.

      “Where are we going?”

      Heather pointed. “All the way down the beach.”

      The preteen lifted a sulky shoulder and let it fall. They took off their sandals and turned when they reached damp sand. Neither spoke until they reached the mouth of the bay where waves curled over the reef.

      Heather’s young companion plopped down under a palm tree and hugged her knees. Heather settled beside her and allowed her gaze to lock onto the surf. “What did you and your dad do last night?”

      “We had supper and listened to music on the patio.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “Not really. Life pretty well sucks for both of us.”

      Heather cast her gaze to Briann, but the preteen focused on the waves. “I’m sorry to hear about your mother.”

      “Yeah, I bet.”

      “No, really. My mother died suddenly last year and it still hurts.”

      “She must’ve been old. My mom was thirty-five.”

      Heather knew it was a losing proposition to compare grief with an adolescent, so she backed off and changed the subject. “What do you think about the resort?”

      A light shrug rolled across Briann’s shoulders. “It’s okay.”

      “Did you meet Bella and Adam?”

      “Yeah. She’s cool, and he’s a major hunk.” She cut her gaze to Heather then back to the water. “Maybe I’ll get married soon. That would leave you and Jack to get on with your lives.”

      “Don’t be a dolt.”

      Briann might as well have been a threatened porcupine. “You’re engaged. That means it won’t be long until you’re my stepmother.”

      Heather shook her head. “You’re wrong.” She let the words float away in the wind.

      Fire glittered in Briann’s eyes when she turned her gaze to Heather. “What do you mean, I’m wrong?”

      “Didn’t Jack tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Your father and I met after you were asleep last night. We came to an agreement.”

      A frown cut across Briann’s face. “What sort of agreement?”

      Instead of giving a direct answer, Heather asked, “What do you know about me?”

      The girl’s gaze returned to the waves. “Steve told me some stuff last night.”

      Heather raised her eyebrows in surprise. “When?”

      “While you and Jack were talking on the beach, I went out to the pool and Steve was there. He told me you’re a rich businesswoman, an attorney like my mom, and you help him solve murders.”

      “Anything else?”

      The girl lifted her chin in challenge and turned her gaze on Heather. “Yeah. He said you’re afraid to get married, and the thought of being a stepmother is more than you can stand.”

      Anger flashed until Heather realized how right Briann was. She leaned her head back and let loose with a hearty laugh.

      Briann stiffened. “What’s so funny?”

      “Steve knows me better than I know myself. He’s absolutely right. I’ve never wanted children because I know I’d be a lousy mother.” She took in a fresh breath of sea air. “That’s why your father and I agreed to take a giant step back from our relationship.”

      “Oh, great. I’ll get the blame for breaking you up.”

      Heather shook her head slowly. “The only thing you did was make us both realize that we enjoy being single. We get along fine the way things are.”

      Confusion passed across the young face. “That’s weird.”

      “Why? Your mom never married.”

      A light of hope shone in Briann’s eyes. “Are you saying you and Jack won’t see each other again?”

      “Not at all. We’ll keep on like we are.”

      “Are you engaged or not?” she snapped.

      “Not. I gave the ring back to him last night.”

      Briann turned her full gaze on Heather.

      “I still have strong feelings for your father, but this is the right path for us. We’re in agreement.”

      “Will you and Jack ever get married?”

      “No time soon. Probably not until you're grown and out on your own. Until then, your father and I will continue to see each other, but we’ll lead separate lives. You two need time by yourselves. You also have a grandmother you need to get acquainted with. If you’ll allow yourself to get to know her, I think you’ll really like her.”

      Heather saw Briann’s stiff shoulders ease somewhat.

      “Right now, she’s the best part of the deal. She’s quitting as his secretary so she can be home any time I need her.”

      Heather issued a half-smile. “You’re the grandchild she wanted and I wasn’t willing to give her.”

      Briann tilted her head and asked, “Do you really have your own jet?”

      Heather nodded. “After the wedding you and Jack are flying back to Texas with me and Steve.”

      Briann lifted her chin. “No offense, but I’m glad you’re not going to be my stepmother.”

      A small smile lifted Heather’s lips. “Believe me, I’m somewhat relieved myself.”

      The two stood at the same time. Heather asked, “Are you hungry?”

      “I will be by the time we walk back to the resort.”

      Heather breathed a silent sigh of relief. All that was left to do now was forge a friendship of sorts with this stubborn young girl who could care less. She fervently hoped she hadn’t used up all her miracles.
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      Heather stepped off the elevator the following morning humming a tune. Steve stood with his back to a wall, near the lobby, waiting for her. “You sound chipper.”

      “I am. All the bad guys are in jail and my relational planets are back in their proper orbits.”

      Steve whispered to her that they needed to stop at the front desk. Heather recognized Frank Jones as he stepped from a back room. “Good morning, Mr. Smiley.” He shifted his gaze. “Ms. McBlythe. What can I do for you?”

      Steve spoke before Heather could, which was a good thing. She had no idea what Steve wanted or needed.

      “Your wife’s not working with you today?”

      His gaze shifted to look at some distant spot as his shoulders dropped a full inch. “She returned to Texas for a family emergency.”

      “That’s a shame,” said Steve. “When did she leave?”

      “Today. On the first flight out. She’s in the air now.”

      “Back to Houston, I assume.”

      “That’s right.”

      Heather came on point. That wasn’t the right answer. Frank and Mary Jones came from Dallas. Perhaps her family lived in Houston.

      “Have all the groom’s family arrived?”

      “The shuttle has gone to pick up the last of the family members.”

      “Thanks, Frank. We’ll keep Mary in our thoughts and prayers.”

      Heather led Steve and whispered, “What was that about?”

      He whispered back, “You’re about to find out. Let’s go to breakfast.”

      “Only coffee for me. I’m still full from the rehearsal dinner. Lonnie and Ingrid went all out.”

      The trip through the dining room took longer than usual as most of Adam’s family had arrived the day before and wanted to know the details of the previous morning’s arrests. Steve spoke in a nonchalant manner, minimizing the events of the previous two weeks. He gave assurances that the resort was safer than any other in the world, which wasn’t a lie. Appreciative police and judicial officials were scheduled to come and go all day. In addition, her father gave his New York bodyguards the bonus of staying extra days.

      They joined Jack and Briann at their table where the preteen sat entranced by the images on her pink phone and Jack looking relieved that she was.

      After a casual greeting and coffee cups filled, Steve leaned her direction. “Heather, I’m sure you picked up on this, but Connie and William Nohr are on the verge of being a serious item. The wedding this evening should push them over the edge.”

      “It didn’t take a detective to figure that out.”

      “Did you know they’re making a deal with Lonnie and Ingrid to buy the resort?”

      “So, it’s moving forward. That puts William running Nate’s hotel and her here at the resort?”

      Steve spoke as if he was a prophet of the unseen future. “He’ll turn in his badge, and they’ll run both. Mark my word.”

      “I knew Father wasn’t interested in purchasing the resort. It makes sense that they would own both, at least for a while. If they ever get in a financial bind, they can sell Nate’s Hotel.”

      Heather sensed Steve had more on his mind than William and Connie. She tried to beat him to the punch.

      “I hate to spoil your surprise, but I know the reason you spoke with Frank Jones at the front desk. He sold the hotel key to my father’s room to Roxy. I’m surprised you and Detective Nohr missed that when you rounded up everyone.”

      Steve spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “I asked William to delay arresting him.”

      Heather reeled back in her chair. “Why did you do that?”

      “Frank’s at a crossroads in his life and needs a break.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I talked to Mary this morning before she left.” He located his glass of water but didn’t take a drink. “By the way, her name isn’t Mary Jones, and Frank Jones is an alias, too.”

      Heather sat with her mouth hinged open. Jack took over and asked, “Do you know Frank’s real name?”

      “I do, and so does Heather. It’s Quinton Rush.”

      Heather shook her head to show she didn’t recognize the name. Seconds passed, then she gasped as a bolt of revelation hit her.

      Steve chuckled. “It’s so much fun to hear the gears in your mind turn until everything falls in place.”

      Heather turned to face Jack. “Leo needed help the day before we flew here. It was a possible homicide. It didn’t take Steve long to discover that the man had faked his death. Bella called us that very day and told us about Nate’s murder here at the resort. I put the case out of my mind after that. The man that faked his murder is working the front desk.”

      Steve added, “Without the woman who left him today to fly back to Houston.”

      Heather didn’t hide the concern in her voice. “Do Lonnie and Ingrid know he sold a copy of the hotel key?”

      “They know. So does Detective Nohr.”

      “Will he arrest him?” asked Jack.

      Steve placed both hands on the tablecloth. “I talked them into letting him stay. The insurance company will never pay on the policy, and his girlfriend left him today with what little money they had. He’s stuck on this small island with no way to leave.” He took a sip of coffee. “Besides, Lonnie and Ingrid need him to work double shifts today and tomorrow. All the staff wants to be at Bella’s wedding, then it will be all hands on deck to get everyone checked out the next day.”

      Heather and Jack traded knowing glances. Steve had been two steps ahead of her again. Instead of anger or self-loathing, her emotions kicked up their heels. One more planet back in its proper orbit.
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        * * *

      

      Heather thought how perfect it was that Bella had chosen a harpist to play at her wedding. The notes rang out clear, clean, and pure… just like Bella.

      She peeked out from behind a muslin screen that had been erected where the pool met the boardwalk. A light tropical breeze caused it to billow softly. Beyond the boardwalk sat guests in chairs looking like soldiers in formation. Adam ran one finger nervously around the collar of his white shirt, then clasped both hands in front of him. In his black tuxedo and Bermuda shorts, he stood out from his groomsmen who wore white tuxedo coats and white Bermuda shorts. Their bare feet dug into the sand.

      Briann joined Heather to take a look. She whispered. “Are you sure about this? What if he bolts away from me?”

      “Just hold on to the leash. Max loves to be the center of attention.”

      “This is goofy. Whoever heard of a cat as ring bearer?”

      “There’s a first time for everything. Remember, after the best man unties the ribbon holding the wedding bands to the harness, your job is finished. Rejoin Jack and Steve. If Max balks, I’ll come back up the aisle and pick him up.”

      The notes changed and the other bridesmaids moved into position. “That’s the processional. Remember to wait until I’m in position. You and Max will be the last ones down the aisle before Bella and her father.”

      “All right, but if this turns into a dumpster fire, it’s your fault.”

      As maid of honor, Heather would be the last bridesmaid to walk on the runner of white carpet. The procession was slow, with each of the four women waiting until the one before them took their place and faced the crowd. Finally, it was her turn.

      She stepped onto the boardwalk, took halting steps and reached the carpet. An arbor stood behind the pastor with sheer white fabric billowing around it. Tulle and flowers in shades of purple covered the wooden frame, giving the perfect stage for the event that would forever change Bella and Adam’s lives. It set a boundary but allowed a view of the sea beyond it. In the distance, the setting sun kissed the waves breaking over the reef.

      Heather took her place in front of the arbor, turned, and awaited Briann and Max’s arrival. Chuckles and the sound of cameras clicking joined the notes of the harp. Max walked with chin raised and tether slack. Her furry son acted like a veteran thespian. A kitty treat awaited him when he arrived at her feet. The best man joined her and they traded winks as the bride and groom’s rings were set free from Max’s flower-bedecked harness.

      The only hiccup in Max’s performance came when he let his feelings be known that he had no intention of leaving the play that was about to unfold.

      Heather whispered to Briann. “Leave him with me. He’ll be fine.”

      Briann handed the leash over without complaint or comment and retreated to her seat. With a quick glance to Jack, Heather signaled all was well.

      The harpist swept her fingers up and down the strings, signaling a change in volume and music. Heads turned and the crowd of over two hundred stood. From behind the barrier Bella and Lonnie appeared. Seeing the two of them brought tears to Heather’s eyes. She wondered if anyone would remember anything but how gorgeous Bella looked.

      Her strapless gown, the long skirt flowing softly from a ruched bodice, made her look like a goddess. Two narrow braids held her long white-blonde hair off her face, clasped together in the back with a purple orchid and baby’s breath. Her softly curled hair fell to her waist. Simple. Breathtaking.

      Heather saw Adam’s shoulders relax as he took his bride’s hand and turned to face the pastor. The wedding progressed with all the pomp and solemnity of one held in a cathedral until they were pronounced husband and wife. Solemnity fell away and joy erupted when Bella took Adam, bowed him backward, his arm flailing, and kissed him. Shouts and whistles of approval came from the crowd when Adam stopped resisting and enjoyed the moment. With a wide smile, Bella grasped Adam’s hand and took her bouquet from Heather.

      Holding her flowers in the air, Bella shouted, “Reception in the ballroom. Let’s celebrate!”

      Bella and Adam ran down the white carpet with youthful abandon. Amidst thunderous clapping, the guests rose and began to follow the bride and groom. Heather, the bridesmaids, and the groomsmen gave up any idea of making an orderly exit.

      As the crowd dispersed, Heather made her way to Jack, Steve, her father, and Briann.

      She turned to Briann. “I have a favor to ask you.”

      Young arms folded across her chest. “What?”

      Steve answered for her. “Bella wants Max at the reception. Could you take him? I need to talk to Heather, Mr. McBlythe, and Jack for a few minutes. You’d be doing Bella a big favor.”

      Briann reached for the leash. “Come on, Max. Let’s see if they have caviar.”

      Once his daughter was out sight, Jack said, “She’s nuts about Max. Don’t be surprised if she asks to sleep with him tonight.”

      Heather rubbed her chin. “We might be able to come to some sort of agreement, counselor.”

      Jack’s left eyebrow raised. “You realize I’m a tough negotiator.”

      “You’ll need to be.”

      Steve cleared his throat, interrupting the private conversation.

      Heather and Jack turned to face him. She asked, “Do you have something to say?”

      “To quote something said during the wedding, ‘I do.’ After I tell you what it is, our investigation is complete. Bella has asked me to dance with her after she takes Adam and her father for a spin around the floor.”

      “Then we’d better hurry. I thought all the loose ends were tied up.”

      “Not quite. Did you notice anyone missing at the wedding?”

      Heather searched her memory. She was about to give up when Steve blurted out, “Zhang Min and Li Jing.”

      Heather’s eyes widened in revelation. “That’s right, I haven’t seen them since yesterday morning. Did they leave the resort?”

      Her father took a step forward and spoke in a loud whisper. “A little mother-daughter time together on the government’s dime.”

      Heather looked at her father for clarification. Receiving none, she looked at Jack.

      He shrugged and said, “Don’t look at me. I’m on the fast track to learning how to deal with a hard-headed daughter.”

      Her father placed a hand on her shoulder and looked her in the eye. “You’re not the only person who has contacts in the CIA.”

      Heather’s voice croaked as she asked, “Do you mean they’re Spooks?”

      Steve grinned. “Both mother and daughter. You didn’t see that one coming, did you?”
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        It was the perfect murder… until the truth refused to stay buried.

      

      

      
        
        After a body is unearthed at a construction site, Smiley must navigate the complicated world of high school friendships and broken relationships. He’ll have to dig deep to uncover the truth and set an innocent young man free while stopping a killer from getting away with murder.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Heather rubbed her temples as she turned to Steve and lamented, “Work on the project is on hold until the police tape comes down.”

      The former Houston homicide detective gave his head a single nod. “That should come as no surprise, and you’re exaggerating. They won’t shut down the entire project, only the street where they found the woman’s body.”

      Steve pulled the wooden lever on the side of his recliner and lowered his feet. He rose and moved toward the kitchen.

      “Where are you going?” asked Heather.

      “Didn’t you hear the flap on the cat door? Max finally woke up and he’ll raise the roof if I don’t feed him. He’s getting more and more demanding the older he gets.” He paused. “Now that I think about it, I am, too.”

      “I know what you mean,” said Heather. “I’m a decade and a half behind you and caught myself snapping at the new attorney I hired.”

      “Did she deserve it?”

      “I thought so. She asked for half a day off because she and her boyfriend have tickets to a concert in Houston. She said I might as well let her off because she’ll likely be too tired and hung over the next morning.”

      Steve’s chuckle bounced off the hard surfaces of the kitchen. He spoke loud enough for his voice to travel into the living room of his two-bedroom condo. “Give her the time off. A truthful attorney is hard to find these days.” He chuckled again. “Present company excluded.”

      She rose and followed his path into the kitchen. “That was the most backhanded compliment I’ve received in quite a while.”

      Steve opened the door to a small pantry. His voice echoed as he asked, “Can you help me? I don’t feel any cans of cat food.”

      Heather moved to look. “That’s because you put them on the floor.”

      Steve spoke under his breath. “That’s just great. I’m not only blind, but my memory is fading.”

      She knew that wasn’t the case. Steve’s mind was sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel. He could remember the most minute details unless something important distracted him. The challenge was getting him to talk about it before he was ready.

      Heather waited for his normal change of subject after a self-deprecating statement.

      Right on cue, he said, “Tell me about the body they found. The report on the six o’clock news was vague.”

      Heather arranged her thoughts as Steve moved out of her way and she unloaded a case of cat food tins onto the proper shelf. “I met Jack for lunch and was halfway through my salad when Lee Cockrell called me. You remember my general contractor, don’t you? He asked us to help him find out what happened to his dog and cat at Christmas.”

      “Ah, yes. It started as a simple case of discerning whether one of the guests could have stolen his retriever and his wife’s cat. It morphed into a murder investigation when one of the guests turned up dead. I believe you’re now reaping the reward of ten percent off his contractor’s fee for finding his animals.”

      Defensiveness tinged her words. “That should have been a simple night of getting to know the other guests to see if one of them was an animal-napper. How was I to know someone in that group had murder on their mind?”

      Steve spoke with emphasis. “We’re back to our agreement of no animal cases and I’m adding no Christmas parties for me.”

      “Anyway, back to what happened today. By the time I arrived, deputies and state police had the street leading into the subdivision blocked off. I talked my way into the area, but not onto the street where they found the body.”

      “Not surprising,” said Steve.

      “Lee met me and said detectives had already questioned him. It seems Lee’s son, Clay, was running an excavator when he uncovered the body.”

      “Did they take Clay in for questioning?”

      “They’d hauled him away by the time I got there.”

      “Did you tell Lee to get his son an attorney?”

      “I told him to call Jack.”

      “Why was Clay digging there?”

      “Concrete drainage lines. They didn’t bury a short section deep enough. As construction mistakes go, it wasn’t a big deal, and it wasn’t Clay’s fault. His father told him where to dig the trench and how deep, so that’s what he did.”

      “When did he put in the line?”

      “Almost two months ago.”

      “That would make it the end of January.” He added, “It may take a while to establish the victim’s identity if they didn’t wrap the body in a tarp or something similar.”

      An insistent meow came from the giant ball of black fur at their feet. Max, Heather’s chubby Maine Coon cat, looked up with eyes that telegraphed impatience.

      Heather moved to the cabinet and took down a clean bowl for his food. “I’m sorry, Max. Steve fell down on his job tonight. Don’t worry, your momma will feed you.”

      Steve said something unintelligible under his breath. He followed it with, “Don’t blame me if he missed lunch. He’s been next door in your condo all afternoon and evening. All he had to do was come through the pet door and ask.”

      “It’s good that he didn’t. You wouldn’t have found his food.”

      Steve mumbled again, which was out of character and confirmed that something else was on his mind.

      Before she could explore what was bothering him, he asked, “Have you talked to Jack since lunch?”

      Heather opened the tin of cat food and scooped it into a bowl. She spoke as Max rubbed his face against her leg. “I called him this afternoon. He’s been interviewing candidates to replace his mother. It’s going to take a full-time receptionist and a paralegal to fill her shoes. Another attorney would also be a good idea, but I haven’t mentioned that yet.”

      “I thought he had a receptionist.”

      Heather placed the bowl on the floor and gave Max a stroke down his arched back. “She didn’t work out. It seems she had designs on Jack, not the job.”

      “Ah. Not good.” Steve quickly changed the subject. “How’s Briann adjusting to her new life?”

      “Not great. I can’t imagine how tough it’s been for her to lose her mother and having to move in with a father she didn’t know existed. If it weren’t for Cora taking her grandmother role seriously, I’m not sure what Briann would do.”

      “Add to that the rejection she must feel because none of her relatives in Louisiana would take her in.”

      Heather lamented, “I was so careful to never date a man who’d been married or had a child. That hasn’t worked out so well, has it?”

      Steve ran a hand down his face. “We make our plans, then life comes along and changes them.”

      Heather considered the man in front of her who spoke from experience. His career as a homicide detective and going home to his wife every night ended in a Houston parking lot when drug-addled thieves jumped them. The attack ended Maggie's life, and left Steve for dead. He survived but lost his sight and so much more.

      Compared to what Steve had lost, a delay in her relationship with Jack seemed trivial. She shook off the introspection.

      Steve’s next question helped her to refocus. “How is Briann adjusting to her new school?”

      “That’s one of those good news, bad news stories. Her mom was a talented attorney and Briann’s role model. She’s coping with her mother’s death through perfectionism. Not only does she make top grades, she does so to the exclusion of everything else. Absolutely no social life.”

      “Give her time,” said Steve. “She’s only twelve.” He lifted his chin. “Are you sure she wants to become a lawyer like her mother?”

      “According to Jack, it’s an obsession.”

      Heather knew it wasn’t an idle question. He’d been thinking about Briann and Jack’s situation. Even though he didn’t have children of his own, Steve had a knack for helping families find win-win solutions.

      His next question verified her suspicions. “What’s your plan?”

      She tilted her head. “I don’t have one, but you obviously do. What is it?”

      “Right now, you’re a role model for Briann, but you’re dating her father. That means she admires you and resents you at the same time. Give her another role model.”

      Heather let out a huff. “Sometimes you’re so obtuse I can’t follow.”

      Steve lifted his chin. “What does Jack need most in his practice, a paralegal or another attorney?”

      “Both. He’s the best defense attorney in the county and turns away a ton of potential clients.”

      Steve rubbed his hands together like a mad scientist. “Here’s a plan you can take to him. Any or all of those you mentioned would free him to spend time with his daughter, plus increase profits. If Briann wants to hang out in a law office, let her. She can start as a helper to the secretary and paralegal. If she’s as smart as you say, she’ll soon be an asset to Jack’s practice.”

      Heather looked for holes in Steve’s plan as he kept talking.

      “If you help him hire those three, you can choose women who’ll be good role models for Briann. You’re used to hiring and firing people. Jack isn’t.”

      “That’s true. He’s always been a one-man shop, except for his mother.”

      Steve spoke with confidence. “Everything changed when he found out he had a child. He might as well go all the way and expand his practice. It’s the only way he’ll have time to be a dad.”

      Heather whispered, “Consequences.”

      “What?”

      She raised her voice. “Consequences of our actions bring about changes.”

      He nodded in agreement.

      Heather ran the plan through her mind, looking for flaws. There were several, but the benefits outweighed the potential deficits. “I’ll take your plan under advisement and sleep on it tonight.”

      “Smart move,” said Steve. “I hate to admit it, but my plans for other people’s lives don’t always work out. That also applies to some of my own plans.”

      This was the opening Heather had waited for. “Does that include whatever has you distracted tonight?”

      He lowered his voice. “Was it that obvious?”

      Heather didn’t want to sound too condescending. “The misplaced cat food gave you away.” She added, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Might as well.” His pause told her he was collecting his thoughts. “I received a phone call from Kate today.”

      Heather’s mind shifted to Miami, Florida, which was the home of Steve’s former writing coach and editor, Kate Bridges. She was also the closest thing to a romantic interest Steve had had since his wife died.

      Steve continued, “Kate called to congratulate me on publishing my short stories under a pen name.”

      The information stung Heather like a wasp. “Why didn’t you tell me you were publishing your stories? You and your secrets will be the death of me.”

      Steve held up his hands for her to stop. “I didn’t tell you because I never considered using a pen name.”

      Heather was glad he couldn’t see her lower jaw drop. “Are you telling me someone stole your work?”

      “It appears so.”

      “Don’t say another word,” said Heather. “I’m making us each a mug of tea and we’re going into the living room, where you’ll give me the details.”
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      Heather filled two mugs with water and placed them in the microwave. She then retrieved two tea bags from the cabinet. Her goal was to take some time doing a mundane task in order to bring her anger under control. She failed. The more she thought about someone pirating Steve’s stories of his days as a homicide detective, the more her blood boiled.

      While she stewed, Steve went into the living room. She called out, “I’m going next door for a legal pad.”

      Steve didn’t reply, which meant he was arranging his thoughts to give her his version of the events leading up to the theft. She looked down at Max, whose wide head was still in his bowl. “Stay here, Max. I’ll be right back.”

      A phone call from Jack showed on her phone as she opened the door to her condo. “Can I call you back?” she said before he could utter a word.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you when I know more.”

      “It sounds like we both have problems.”

      She promised to call him back. With the door thrown open, she made quick steps to the kitchen bar and retrieved a legal pad from her valise.

      In mere seconds, she returned and lowered herself onto Steve’s couch with pen and paper in hand. Steve sat in his recliner with feet flat on the floor.

      “I’m ready. How did this happen?” said Heather.

      “After Kate and I realized we needed to take a break from our friendship, as well as our author/editor relationship, I found a guy who was publishing books for other people to be my coach.”

      “I remember you telling me about him. Isn’t his name Buck?”

      “Bucky. Bucky Franklin. I chose him because he’s nearby, knows Houston, and is a former cop.”

      Heather looked over at Max as he entered the room, settled onto the carpet, and began the post-supper ritual of licking his paws and washing his face.

      “Bath time?” asked Steve.

      Steve’s hearing was a constant amazement to her. He always seemed to know what was going on around him. “Don’t worry about Max. Tell me about Bucky.”

      “When I hired him, he asked me to email all my stories to him. He wanted to study my level of competency as a writer.”

      “When was this?”

      “I’ll need to check the exact date, but it’s on my computer.”

      “Do you have a contract with him?”

      “No.”

      Heather allowed a huff of exasperation to escape, but didn’t chide him. She’d save that for a time when she wasn’t so angry.

      “Tell me about your phone call with Kate.”

      Steve pulled the lever on the side of his chair and his feet rose. “She called this afternoon about two. Someone told her about a new book of short stories from a Houston cop. The person who contacted Kate knew about me and told her to check it out. She did and immediately recognized the stories. After all, she taught me how to write them.”

      Heather jotted down notes and practiced breathing techniques to release stress.

      Steve folded his hands in his lap. “That’s the short version. What can I do about it?”

      She tapped her Mont Blanc pen on the legal pad. “My initial thought is to find a hit man and put Bucky in the Houston ship channel wearing concrete boots.”

      Steve’s belly jiggled. “That might be a little extreme.”

      “How about I make him regret the day he was born?”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Let’s call Kate,” said Heather.

      Steve held up a hand. “Do that without me. I didn’t know she had such an extensive vocabulary until I told her Bucky published my work without my permission.” He heaved a sigh. “She blamed herself for not helping me publish them and started crying. If you would, tell her I don’t blame her. This is my fault for not insisting on a contract.”

      Heather had heard enough. “Listen to me, Detective Smiley. The only one to blame is Mr. Bucky Franklin. He’s a thief who broke all kinds of copyright and possibly criminal laws.”

      Heather reviewed her notes as Steve took another drink of tea. He asked, “Do you have a plan?”

      “Not yet, but that’s something you don’t need to worry about. The wheels of justice are going to grind Bucky into a fine powder.”

      “More consequences?” asked Steve.

      “That seems to be the theme for the day. Someone will have to pay for committing a murder, Jack is paying for fathering a child, and Bucky will have to pay for being a thief.” Heather rose. “Where’s your computer?”

      “In my bedroom.”

      “I’ll bring it back to you in the morning.”

      “Leave it on your dining room table and I’ll get it. Max and I don’t get up as early as you.”

      Heather thought about Steve and Kate’s relationship as she shut the door to her condo. She had been so happy to see a friendship develop between them as they worked on Steve’s stories. After the encounter with Kate’s abusive ex-husband and her subsequent arrest for his murder, their relationship wasn’t the same. Even though the real killer was found, Steve and Kate decided to go their separate ways. Apparently, neither one of them were ready to commit to someone new.

      Heather sighed and placed a call to Kate. The distraught author began the conversation by saying, “I was hoping you’d call. I’m alternating between explosions of anger and self-loathing.”

      “No need for the second. The first is optional if it makes you feel better. I called to let you know Steve told me about Bucky Franklin. He said he only had a verbal agreement with Bucky to coach him and edit his works.”

      Kate spoke in quick sentences. “I did some snooping on my own. Bucky is a small, independent publisher. Steve’s stories are only available in eBook format and print on demand. That could change if it proves to be a money maker.”

      Heather added to her notes, then asked, “What else could it become?”

      “Large print, hardcover, and audio book are next. After that, you’re looking at television or movie rights. The odds of that are more than a million to one, but it could happen.”

      Heather scribbled more notes and said, “Tomorrow morning I’ll find the best intellectual property attorney in the state and get the ball rolling on teaching Bucky not to steal another author’s work.”

      “I’m so glad to hear it. Please tell Steve his former coach and editor wants him back.”

      Heather wondered if there was a double meaning to her words. She put that thought on hold. “Thanks for the information. I miss seeing you.”

      “You, too.” Kate paused. “I’m serious about helping Steve with his writing again.”

      “I’ll tell him he has a friend, and he’d be a fool not to accept your offer.”

      The call ended on a positive note. Heather put the legal pad aside after making notes of action steps she’d take.

      Then she stepped into her bathroom and turned on the bathtub faucets. She needed to unwind before she talked with anyone else.

      Twenty-five minutes later, she donned loose-flowing pajamas and dialed Jack’s number. He answered with his usual greeting of, “Hello, beautiful.”

      She responded with, “Hello, handsome.”

      The terms of endearment were their way of telling each other it was safe to have a private conversation. If either of them used any other words to open a conversation, they’d know someone else could hear.

      Jack followed the salutation with, “You go first.”

      Heather sat cross-legged on her bed with two pillows supporting her back and Max beside her. “Sorry I took so long to get back to you. I had to take a hot bath and light three candles to get the mad off of me.”

      “Three candles? This is serious.”

      Heather launched into what sounded like an opening statement by a prosecuting attorney. “The accused man is Bucky Franklin, and the victim is Steve Smiley.”

      Jack remained silent until she finished pouring out the story then asked, “Does this Bucky character have a death wish? Is he aware that you and Steve are business partners?”

      “Steve has a habit of compartmentalizing his life. I pressed him about how much Bucky knows about him. You know Steve. Unless he’s known someone for a long time and trusts them, you’ll get a lot of questions but few answers. Twenty years as a cop taught him to extract information from others and keep his mouth shut concerning his personal life.”

      Heather then threw out two names of attorneys she knew who specialized in copyright litigation. “Do you have a recommendation?”

      Jack didn’t hesitate. “Constance Banks. Her office is in Houston. She looks like a harmless grandmother, but she’s a cross between a barracuda and a piranha. Politicians ask her advice when drafting new intellectual property laws.”

      “I’ll call her first thing in the morning.”

      She added the name to her legal pad and moved on. “Your turn. Were you able to get to Clay Cockrell before the detectives grilled him?”

      “Afraid not. The good news is, they didn’t read his rights to him until they got him into an interview room. The bad news is, they had him for two hours before I got there and put an end to their questions.”

      “Why so long?”

      “I told you at lunch about the job interviews I had scheduled. What a waste of time.”

      “Two hours being grilled by the cops,” mumbled Heather. “That’s a long time. Did they use the standard tactics to trap him with his own words?”

      “Of course. Not enough to arrest him yet, but plenty if they can make a connection between Clay and the victim.”

      Heather thought about how the police could legally use deception and intimidation to twist a suspect’s words to fit a narrative of their own making. The courts may assume a person is innocent until proven guilty, but that isn’t the case with the police.

      She then asked, “What evidence do they have?”

      “He dug the original trench with an excavator, put in the concrete drainage pipes, and covered it up. Today, he discovered the body when he had to correct the mistake.”

      “Who did he call first?”

      “9-1-1. The sheriff’s department responded immediately. After he made the initial call, he called his dad.”

      Heather shook her head. “That’s one suspect for the police to start with. I wonder how many more there will be?”

      “None, if the police have their way.”

      The sound of a girl’s voice came through the phone’s speaker, but not loud enough for Heather to make out the words. She assumed it was Briann.

      Jack ended the conversation with, “Got to go. I promised Briann that I’d look over her algebra homework before she moved on to Latin. She’s on her own with that one.”

      “Lunch tomorrow?” asked Heather.

      “Sounds good. See you at the same place, same time.”

      The call clicked off. It had been almost four months since Jack learned he had a daughter and his life turned upside down. After that, the engagement ring he’d given her took up residence in her jewelry box. They’d agreed to put a permanent relationship on hold for the foreseeable future. The new arrangement suited Heather fine, and Jack seemed satisfied—sort of.

      Heather’s thoughts turned back to the murder and how it might affect the biggest housing development project she’d ever undertaken. Having the son of her general contractor on the verge of being arrested for murder didn’t bode well. If the police weren’t interested in looking for other possible suspects, perhaps she and Steve could lend a helping hand.
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      It was one of those nights that Steve hated. The Earl Gray tea that Heather fixed tasted so good he had a second cup. Whether it was the double dose of caffeine, hearing of a murder, or the unauthorized publication of his stories, it didn’t matter. Sleep eluded him. He awoke in the recliner with a stiff neck and needing a shower.

      Hot water pounded on his head. It felt good but ushered in thoughts of the woman’s body found by Clay Cockrell. In an imagined scene, he saw the nineteen-year-old operating an excavator as the bucket pierced the ground. Metal clanked and bumped as the claw extended. It continued downward, taking out full scoops of rich soil and casting them aside. Next, a helper affixed a chain on the concrete pipe with a loop of chain hooked over the excavator’s bucket. The bucket lifted the pipe and the helper guided it to a resting place beside the trench.

      The young man was looking into the trench as the claws of the bucket sank deeper into the sandy soil. As the bucket full of dirt rose from the trench, he saw more than dirt.

      Steve dismissed the scene from his thoughts and felt in the shower caddy until his hand found the bottle of shampoo. He lathered up his hair and moved on to a fresh scene of the sheriff’s deputies’ arrival and calling for backup. It was natural for suspicion to fall on Clay. He remembered many homicides he’d worked where the person reporting the crime turned out to be the killer. The adage that a guilty dog barks first came to his mind.

      Those cases, however, were the exception. He’d arrested many more suspects who’d killed in fits of passion. Mind-numbing alcohol or drugs were common to those crimes.

      He then thought of the unusual cases, the ones involving premeditation and planning. Some schemes were elaborate and pointed to multiple suspects. Others involved deception, lies, false alibis, and planted evidence. Memories of old cases swam laps in his mind as the water beat against the suds on his head. He wondered which category this case would fall into.

      As quickly as he asked himself the question, his mind shifted to his purloined stories. A smile crossed his face as he took a fluffy towel and dried. Heather would handle it and show no mercy. He’d offer to pay the attorney fees, but she’d scoff at him. Having a multi-millionaire next-door neighbor and business partner came in handy.

      Thoughts of breakfast rose to the forefront after shaving and selecting clothes for the day. He knew they would match if he selected the first pair of pants on the left side of his closet and the first shirt on the right. Heather had made sure the woman she hired to clean and wash clothes for them knew the system. Before Heather came along, he had no system other than feel and smell. She’d accused him of dressing like a gypsy.

      On his way to the kitchen, his phone rang. He had to retrace his steps to the bedroom and retrieve it. It was announcing, “Call from Bella.” He told it to answer.

      “How’s married life?” he asked instead of issuing a standard greeting.

      “Totally awesome. Adam and I found the cutest house to rent in Puerto Rico. Mom and Dad are still in St. Croix. After they close on the sale of their resort this week, they’ll pack and join us.”

      Bella was the closest thing to a daughter Steve was likely to have. It was always good to hear from her, but he had a feeling this wasn’t strictly a social call. He waited for her to tell him what else was on her mind. It didn’t take long.

      “I was wondering if you know what Heather’s schedule is next week. I’d like to come and spend a few nights.”

      “I’m sure it wouldn’t matter what her schedule is. She’d never turn you down.”

      “If she’s busy or traveling, I can get a hotel. Do you know if she has any business trips planned?”

      “She’s focused on a huge project at Lake Conroe. I thought she told you about it.”

      “I think she did, but what was going on at my parents’ resort had me distracted.”

      Steve couldn’t help but respond in a tongue-in-cheek way. “I don’t know why. All you had to think about were your wedding, a murder, and people trying to cheat your parents out of their life’s work.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know why I can’t remember what Heather’s schedule is eight months later,” she teased.

      He took a breath and continued, “If I remember right, you and Adam have a plan of living half the year in Puerto Rico and half the year in Texas. Is that why you want a place to stay for a few days?”

      Bella’s laugh sounded like liquid joy. “You’re still way too good at reading my mind. The only thing that’s changed is, Mom and Dad think it’s such a good idea they’re considering the same plan. They want us to scout out some possibilities in Texas.”

      Steve wondered why Bella didn’t call Heather. There was one way to find out. “There’s a reason you didn’t call Heather. What is it?”

      Bella hesitated before her answer stuttered out. “I… uh… I wasn’t sure how she’s doing emotionally. You know, since she and Jack called off their engagement. I’m so happy I could bust, but I wanted to talk to you and see if it’s too soon for her to be around a newlywed.”

      “You don’t need to worry about Heather’s mental state. In fact, both she and Jack seem relieved. He has his hands full caring for Briann. As usual, Heather’s consumed with projects. The latest is an enormous investment on her part.”

      “It makes me feel better to know they’re adjusting. Tell me about the new project.”

      “You’ll need to see it to believe it. I’ll tell Heather to expect you. If she can’t put you up, plan on staying with me.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.”

      “There you go again, making foolish statements. There will always be a place for you and Adam. Of course, I’ll need to get a larger place if you and Adam have children.”

      “Don’t rush us on that, but we agree on having two, a boy and a girl.”

      The thought of Bella as a young mother pushing a stroller made him smile. He shifted his thoughts back to the conversation. He had a feeling there was more. “There’s something you’re not telling me about this spur-of-the-moment trip to come see us.” He took a stab. “Do you know yet where you’d like to put down the Texas half of your roots?”

      Bella let out a coy giggle. “We have the first part of the plan in place—living part-time in Puerto Rico to take advantage of the lower taxes. That may change when a baby comes along. My parents can’t wait to be Gramps and Mimi.”

      “You didn’t exactly answer my question. What about the second part of the plan, living in Texas? It’s a big state. Have you narrowed down the location?”

      “Well.” Bella started slowly, “We’d both like to be near you and Heather. If that’s all right with you?”

      He had to clear his throat before he said, “I’d like that.”

      “Oh, good. It would be so awesome to be near the two of you. If we can get Mom and Dad close by, we’ll be all set.”

      “Do you want to rent or buy?”

      “We’d like to have something similar to what you and Heather have, but bigger. Something we can grow into, with Mom and Dad next door.”

      Steve could see a scene of the future in his imagination. “I assume you want a room each for the two children you’re planning, a guest room, a home office, and a double garage. I’m sure your folks could get by with one less bedroom.”

      She giggled. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what we were thinking. It would be so nice to have them close and to have built-in babysitters.”

      “You could design and build something custom if you can’t find what you want.” He paused. “Heather’s new development might be a good option.”

      Excitement filled her voice. “Okay. Now you have to tell me about it. How did she start a local project? Most of the ones I know about have been outside of the Houston area.”

      Steve took a breath. “A long time ago, when Heather was a child, her father bought an old trailer park on Lake Conroe. It was an entire subdivision designed for single-wide mobile homes. The original owner had no idea the land would appreciate like it has, or I’m sure he would have done something a little classier. It’s some of the most sought-after property in the state. To make a long story short, the county condemned the last trailer last year. After Heather had it hauled away, she approached the county to rezone the property for single-family residences with a few condos. She’s putting in paved and curbed streets, underground utilities, and all the amenities that go with a high-end housing development.”

      “That sounds wonderful. My mind is racing.”

      “I’m sure Heather will be glad to show you around when you come.”

      “It could be perfect,” said Bella.

      “Perhaps not as perfect as you might think.”

      “Why not?”

      “A worker discovered a woman’s body buried under a drainage line yesterday.”

      After a long pause, Bella asked, “Are you and Heather solving another murder?”

      “Not yet.” His voice carried a hint of hesitation.

      “You will,” said Bella with absolute confidence.

      Steve laughed. “What makes you so sure?”

      “It’s what you do.”

      “I could say the same about the police.”

      “They’re all right for the simple cases. You and Heather get the tough ones. Do you have any details yet?”

      “Only that the son of Heather’s general contractor found the body when he was digging with an excavator. Also, the police are looking at him as their chief suspect, and Jack’s representing the young man.”

      Even more excitement filled Bella’s words. “Keep me posted. If you need a helping hand with the case, I’m in. It’s only a matter of time before Jack tells you and Heather he’s in need of top private investigators.”

      Steve didn’t argue. The same thought had crossed his mind. He tried to change the subject. “When do you think you might arrive?”

      “I was thinking in two weeks, but we may have to move that up.”

      “Oh? Are you in the middle of a project yourself?”

      “Not yet, but I may have good news soon.”

      Steve couldn’t help but tease her. “It must be top secret or you’d be gushing to tell me about it.”

      “Adam made me promise not to jinx it by blabbing about it.”

      “Fair enough,” said Steve. “Come whenever you can. If Heather’s swamped, I’ll be your tour guide. Just don’t ask me to be your driver.”

      “I’ll rent something at the airport,” said Bella. “By the time I arrive, you’ll be working on the case.”

      “I hope that’s all I have to work on.” Steve hadn’t intended to burden Bella with his other problem, but the words seemed to slip out before he could stop them.

      “What’s going on that you don’t sound excited about working a murder?”

      He imagined her taking all the slack out of her posture. There was no use trying to avoid telling her. “It’s a minor problem that Heather’s handling for me.”

      “Tell me,” her tone mixed concern with insistence.

      “It seems my new writing coach published a book containing my short stories under his name.”

      Her response was immediate. “He stole your stories?”

      “It appears so.”

      “That dirt-bag.”

      “Heather’s taking care of it.”

      “She may need help. I’m calling her as soon as I hang up. How did you find out?”

      “Kate called me.”

      “I’ll call her first.”
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      The next day, Heather breezed into Rubio’s Bistro and found Jack waiting for her in a booth. After the standard greetings, she slid into the booth opposite him. He always appeared handsome to her, but the scowl wasn’t his best look.

      She spoke the first thing that came to mind. “The creases on your forehead tell me you didn’t have a good morning.”

      He slid a finger down his glass, chasing a drop of water that had condensed on the side. “Are there any decent secretaries left in the world? This morning I interviewed two airheads. The first was an unemployed used car salesman searching for anything he could find.” He paused. “Did you notice the gender pronoun I used?”

      “I noticed. Did he have nice legs?”

      Jack played along. “The bib overalls blocked my view.”

      They traded grins. Hers lasted longer than his.

      “The second was a single woman with three children. She was at least seven months pregnant and didn’t know how to turn on a computer.”

      “Other than that?” asked Heather.

      “Briann wants to work in the office after school and on Saturdays. I’m tempted to let her.”

      Heather acknowledged the server and ordered a bottle of mineral water. With that chore taken care of, she turned back to Jack. “I can help with the secretary/receptionist position, and Steve has an idea that you might find interesting.”

      Jack tilted his head. “I’m open to anything that will get my practice running again. Start with how you can replace Mom.”

      “No one person can replace Cora Blackstock, but I have a file of applicants that my personal assistant can send your way. I tasked her with keeping updated files on people seeking employment for various jobs.”

      “Does that include secretaries and receptionists?”

      Heather nodded. “All positions, including attorneys. I talked to Steve last night about your practice. He suggested you hire a good secretary/receptionist, a paralegal, and another attorney. He’s right. You need all three.”

      “But I’m a small shop. I like it that way.”

      Heather reached across the table and covered his hand with hers. “It’s a new season of life for you. Changes need to take place. Do what’s necessary to free up time to be with Briann and keep the money flowing.”

      He grumbled under his breath but kept his gaze fixed on her. “I’m still listening. How do you and Steve recommend I rearrange my practice?”

      “I just told you.”

      “That’s too many employees.”

      “Not if you do it right.”

      He cut a sideways glance at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Heather gripped his hand. “Please don’t get defensive. I’m trying to help you.”

      Jack closed his eyes for several seconds before opening them again. “Sorry. Give me details.”

      “Like I said, my PA has already interviewed applicants. I can have her call the best ones and see if they’re interested in interviewing for the open positions in your office.”

      “When did I agree to multiple positions?”

      “It’s necessary if you want your practice to survive, thrive, and give you time to spend with Briann. Your mother was really filling three positions: secretary, receptionist, and paralegal.”

      “Are you sure I need another attorney?”

      The server interrupted with order pad in hand. Heather made a quick decision. Lunch would be comprised of a strawberry-pecan salad and a dinner roll. Jack followed her lead but added grilled salmon.

      “Back to your question,” said Heather. “You need another attorney to bring in the extra income to fund the clerical and paralegal help we’re going to hire.”

      “We?”

      Instead of responding to his comment, she teased him about something else. “What does Briann want most?”

      He didn’t need to think about the answer. “To become an attorney like her mother.”

      Heather gave her head a firm nod. “You and I both want her to succeed, but how can we do that?”

      Jack leaned forward with elbows on the table. “You seem to know the answer. Enlighten me.”

      “Steve gave me the idea. You need role models. Briann’s too young to do the work of a paralegal, but she could watch and learn the duties of a receptionist and a secretary. She can type, can’t she?”

      “Of course. She’s a wizard on the computer.”

      “All it takes is the right person teaching her and she’ll look forward to coming to your office every day after school. She can start with receptionist duties, then move into the more technical secretarial duties. The older she gets, the more responsibility you can give her.”

      She could tell Jack was warming up to the idea, but his next words showed she hadn’t sold him on the entire package. “I’m on board to let her shadow the secretary and gradually take on other tasks. Another attorney in the office is something that makes sense, too. I’ve known for years I needed someone to cover for me. Scheduling time off and appearances in court has been difficult. Now it’s next to impossible.”

      “With the right women, Briann will have two exemplary role models.”

      Jack cast his gaze to a passing woman and brought it back just as quickly. “Why does it have to be a woman?”

      “It doesn’t, but either way, the person will need to be exceptional.”

      Heather sensed Jack had reached his limit of change. His next words proved her right.

      He pursed his lips in a way that made her believe he was looking for reasons to object. “I’m on board with hiring another attorney, but I doubt you’ll have any applicants on file that fit my needs. As for a paralegal, I don’t see it happening soon.”

      Heather shrugged. “Then pass on hiring a paralegal for now. You and the new attorney can do your own work as long as you get someone as good as your mother to run the clerical side of things.”

      Jack let out a low moan. “Let’s discuss adding another attorney a little more. Are you sure you can screen qualified applicants?”

      “Attorneys apply for employment with McBlythe Enterprises all the time. All shapes, sizes, and backgrounds. I know for a fact that we have applications from several who are working in various district attorney’s offices.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      She didn’t allow him to finish. “I’ll tell my PA to get you the lists of secretarial applicants. We’ll concentrate on the office help first. I suggest both of us interview the top three applicants.”

      Jack sat back in the booth and spoke as if offended. “Don’t you think I can hire a secretary?”

      She chuckled. “You’re a brilliant defense attorney, but you need help in replacing your mother. Let’s look for someone who isn’t trying to take you to the altar.”

      Jack dipped his head and brought it back level. “You make a good point, counselor. When can we start the interviews?”

      “How does three days from now sound?”

      “Like two days too many.”

      Their salads arrived, which put a temporary end to the first thing on Heather’s agenda. As Jack was chewing his first bite, she said, “I heard from Bella. She’s coming to visit.”

      “Bella and Adam? When?”

      “Next week, and only Bella. She talked to Steve and believes we’re on the verge of having a murder to solve.”

      “Why isn’t Adam coming with her?”

      “He’s booked. Some sort of conference for professional stock traders.”

      Jack put his fork down and leaned toward her. “Bella might be right about the murder investigation. I met again with Clay and his father this morning. Clay revealed more than I thought to the detectives yesterday.”

      Heather’s head shot up. “What did he say?”

      “Enough to incriminate himself. He denied recognizing the victim, which may come back to bite him. What he did recognize was the high school letter jacket the girl was wearing. It was his. Unless some other girl was wearing it, the victim is April Brewer, his former girlfriend.”

      A tingle went down Heather’s spine. “You said, ‘former girlfriend.’ That tells me they broke up. Didn’t she give the jacket back to him?”

      He shook his head. “Clay graduated last year. It’s not cool to wear high school letter jackets after you graduate, so he didn’t make a big deal of trying to get it back. Now he’s wishing he had.”

      “And he didn’t tell the detectives he recognized his own jacket?”

      Jack stabbed another bite and shook his head as he chewed. “He said it was muddy and water-damaged. I’m expecting them to arrest him in the next few days. He discovered the body and wasn’t forthcoming with vital evidence. He’ll be their primary suspect.”

      “Do you think he did it?”

      “He says he didn’t.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      “He’s convincing in person, but it’s a strong circumstantial case. Clay didn’t do himself any favors by saying he didn’t recognize the jacket. It has his name embroidered on it. I can make a case that mud obscured it, but that’s a long way down the road. A lot of things can happen between now and a trial.” Jack put his fork down. “If the police settle on Clay as the killer, I’ll need the services of a top-notch team of private investigators.”

      Heather shook her head. “Bella told me she had a premonition that we were on the verge of another case. She’s coming to look for property and to help with the case if we need her.”

      “That’s amazing,” said Jack. “Clay’s still walking around free and Bella’s making plans to help.”

      “She’s an amazing young woman in so many ways.”

      Jack didn’t argue.

      Heather thought back to how they became acquainted with then-seventeen-year-old Bella, who had the looks of a Nordic goddess. A man kidnapped her from her parents’ resort in St. Croix when she was a toddler, then assumed the role of her father. All through her life, she was raised to be an outdoor hunting television personality. Steve and Heather were heading into a mall when a shot rang out, killing the man Bella thought to be her father. This led to a murder investigation and a request from Bella to find her birth parents.

      Jack was stabbing another bite of salad when Heather came back to the present. Her thoughts went to Steve. He needed to hear about the new information she’d received from Jack. “Pardon me, but I need to call Steve.”

      A wave of his hand kept Jack from having to respond with his mouth full of strawberries, lettuce, feta cheese, and pecans.

      Steve answered on the fifth ring. “Talk fast. I’m meeting with LeAnn.”

      “LeAnn Cockrell?”

      “Uh-huh. We’re discussing Clay and his relationship with April Brewer.”

      “Did LeAnn call you?”

      “I called her.”

      As usual, Steve was a step ahead of her. “Are you gathering background information?”

      “Guilty. I’m sure you’re doing the same with Jack. We’ll compare notes tonight.”

      The phone call cut off, leaving Heather to pull the device away from her ear and stare at it.

      Jack swallowed and asked, “Did Steve sniff out another murder to investigate?”

      “He’s already working on Clay’s case and is talking with LeAnn Cockrell.”

      “Good. It would help if you two could come up with someone else who could have murdered April. Preferably the person who did kill her. For now, I’ll take anyone with motive, means, and opportunity to get the spotlight off my client.”

      Heather put down her fork. “Steve continues to amaze me. I thought he’d be so involved in his own problems that he wouldn’t get us involved in a murder investigation.”

      Jack tilted his head. “What problems?”

      Heather told him again about Bucky Franklin taking Steve’s stories and publishing them under his name.

      Jack’s fork dangled in the air throughout Heather’s recounting of the details, including her phone call with Kate. His expression soured the longer she spoke.

      “I wasn’t paying much attention to the story last night. That guy is toast. What have you done about it?”

      “I hired Constance Banks. She said she’d call Steve and get his side of the story before she takes any action.”

      “What’s your opinion of Ms. Banks?”

      “The jury’s still out. She sounds like a grandmother who bakes fantastic cookies but has the reputation of being ruthless and relentless when it comes to protecting copyrights.”

      “Did you make it clear you wanted this Bucky character to suffer?”

      “Oh, yeah. She got the message loud and clear.”

      “How did she react?”

      “She let out the cutest giggle and told me she’d get extra creative.”
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      Steve called LeAnn to make sure she was already at the restaurant and could meet him when his Uber dropped him off. She met him at the curb and guided him inside. It was a mid-priced establishment with good chicken-fried steaks, the kind of restaurant Steve felt the most at home in. His white cane made a sweep in front of him, helping to ensure he didn’t come into contact with protruding chair legs.

      It wasn’t a surprise that LeAnn jabbered nervously as they walked. He expected either excessive talk or complete silence. Both were signs of worry.

      He hoped to score a booth, but the server told him there were none available. To gain a small measure of privacy, he spoke to LeAnn. “Sit next to me and not across the table. This place sounds crowded, but there’s always someone who wants to listen to others’ conversations. I have exceptional hearing, so you can keep your voice low.”

      “I’ll try,” said LeAnn. “Clay finding April’s body has me in knots.”

      Steve interrupted. “They’ve identified the victim?”

      “Yes. It’s April Brewer, a girl who went to school with Clay. She’s been missing for several weeks.”

      “I think I remember hearing about it on the news.”

      “You were the first person I thought of when Lee told me we should prepare for a rough ride with the police. What did he mean by that?”

      A waft of perfume swept Steve’s way, telling him LeAnn had moved closer. “Jack Blackstock is representing Clay. He’s a wise defense attorney. It may not be fair, but the first person or persons the police rule out as suspects are the ones who reported the crime or found the body. It’s standard procedure.”

      “Standard procedure? If they’d just look at him, they’d know Clay’s not like other young men his age. He’s never had a parking ticket, let alone been involved in a murder.”

      The server arrived and took drink orders, giving him a few seconds to gather his thoughts.

      LeAnn picked up where they’d left off as soon as the server left. “It may be standard procedure to you, the police, and Mr. Blackstock, but it certainly isn’t to me. I’ve not been the same since Christmas Eve when you solved the murder on our property. Now this! There may not be enough hair dye in the state to cover all the gray this is causing me.”

      He knew he needed to take control of the conversation or LeAnn would rattle on like a metronome stuck on a fast setting. He raised his voice and put some starch in it. “I did research on your son this morning. Why isn’t he in college?”

      The pause told Steve the question put LeAnn on her back foot. Her words leaked out at a reduced rate. “Clay’s birthday is on August thirty-first. If he’d been born one day later, he’d have been in the next year’s graduating class. He gravitated to the students in the class behind his. His best friends are more his age, but they don’t graduate until this year.”

      Her words picked up speed. “Besides, he’s a deep thinker… perhaps too deep. He questioned the benefit of going to college and is taking a gap year after graduating last May.”

      “How were his grades?”

      “Top ten percent of his class, so that’s not an issue. Like his father, he loves the outdoors. Any sort of job that would lock him in a building would drive him nuts. He loves heavy machinery. Lee had him running a backhoe as soon as he could reach all the pedals and levers.”

      “Was he popular in school?”

      LeAnn let out a sigh. “He’s a bit of a loner, but not overly so.” She paused a few ticks of the clock. “Clay is the type of young man who attracts girls without trying. It’s his crooked smile and sleepy cobalt-blue eyes. He also comes across as uninterested in relationships, which seems to drive young ladies batty. The more he acts like he doesn’t want a relationship, the more the girls chase him. As for work ethic, you’d be hard pressed to find a more diligent worker, which means he has money to spend on whatever he wants.”

      Steve summarized. “He sounds like an independent thinker.”

      “An independent, deep thinker,” said LeAnn, with a mixture of pride and frustration in her voice. “He can be very stubborn once he sets his mind to something. He’s also incredibly loyal.”

      “With boys or girls?”

      “Both. His first childhood friend moved when Clay was in the sixth grade. Jeremy and his family relocated to Spain. I think Clay made some sort of promise to himself that he wouldn’t lose track of him, and he’s kept that promise. Since then, his two best male friends are Luke Paulson and LaShawn Moody. My husband calls them the three amigos.”

      Steve committed the names to memory and moved on. “Tell me about his girlfriends.”

      LeAnn released a sarcastic laugh. “Clay’s path through life is littered with the broken hearts of girls who thought they could keep him interested in them.”

      “Do any stand out?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. The most recent one was April Brewer.”

      Steve wanted to moan. He didn’t want to distress LeAnn any more than she already was, so he maintained a flat, unemotional tone to his words. “What makes her stand out?”

      He could tell the distraught mother had leaned closer to him when he caught a strong waft of her perfume. Her volume decreased. “She’s the only girl that ever ended the relationship with him. He was always the dumper, not the one getting dumped. Like Luke and LaShawn, she was in the class behind his. They started going to dances together before he graduated, then she broke it off in the summer.”

      “Do you know why she ended the relationship?”

      “Clay never talked about it.”

      The longer LeAnn spoke, the worse things looked for Clay. The police would dig until they found out about April ending the relationship, and motive would stare them in the face. Clay certainly had the means and skill to put her deep in the ground. The only thing that might save him from arrest was an airtight alibi. That presented problems of its own. The body was in the ground for months, and establishing the time or even date of the murder would be broad. Unless Clay was out of town on an extended vacation, the proverbial noose was tightening.

      The server arrived, which gave Steve a few seconds to come up with a plan to keep Clay out of jail. The best way was to find an additional suspect or two to give the police someone else to look at.

      After ordering the restaurant’s signature chicken-fried steak, Steve turned his attention back to LeAnn. “Who were Clay’s other romantic interests besides April?”

      “There’ve been so many, but one that stands out is Janie Polk. She’s a gorgeous young lady and, like April, a senior this year.”

      “What can you tell me about her other than she’s good looking?”

      “Not good looking,” said LeAnn. “I’m talking about magazine-cover beautiful. She has long, raven-black hair with azure eyes and a flawless complexion. She’s on the track team as a distance runner. Whatever picture of perfection you can imagine of her long legs and slim figure, it falls short of how she looks.”

      “Why did Clay break off the relationship?”

      “I’m not sure he did. Veronica Polk, Janie’s mother, has quite the reputation as a helicopter mom. If half the stories other moms tell about Veronica are true, Janie’s on a very short leash.”

      Steve tucked that answer in a mental notebook. If the police arrested Clay, and he and Heather were called upon to help Jack solve the case, they’d have questions for Janie Polk.

      He found his glass of iced tea and took a drink before moving to the next question.

      “Has Clay ever mentioned any of April’s other boyfriends? Did she date anyone you know before or after Clay?”

      “Clay isn’t the most talkative child in the world.”

      “What teenagers are?” asked Steve.

      “Exactly.” She paused. “My source isn’t Clay, but JoAnn Paulson.”

      “Peter Paulson’s wife?”

      “That’s right. You met them at the ill-fated Christmas party. Clay’s friend Luke is her son.”

      Steve dredged his memory. “If I remember right, Peter’s a master plumber and works for Lee.”

      “You have an excellent memory, but Peter is an independent sub-contractor. It’s a subtle difference from him working for Lee.”

      She got back on track. “Luke dated April before Clay did. The reason I know about that is JoAnn told me how upset she was with April’s mom. She and her husband made April break up with Luke because he was the son of a plumber. They assumed Luke would follow in his father’s footsteps and make a living with his hands. Apparently, they had bigger dreams for their daughter that included a college degree and a husband with at least two degrees.”

      Steve felt the need to lighten the conversation. “Master plumbers make more money these days than most people with college degrees.”

      “I know they do,” said LeAnn with certainty. “I help keep our books. Dependable craftsmen with excellent skills are in high demand. Keeping projects on schedule is critical to general contractors. We have a reputation of paying top dollar and keeping the best subcontractors.”

      LeAnn’s voice lowered again. Her words held a mother’s concern. “Do you think it’s only a matter of time before the police arrest Clay?”

      It was a question that deserved an answer, but Steve hated to be the one to give it. He tried to think of a way of breaking it to LeAnn gently but came up short. It was best he told her the unvarnished truth, without overstating the situation.

      “Based on what I’ve heard so far, I’d say Clay is the primary suspect. Unless the police discover additional evidence that rules out your son, they’ll arrest him.” He held up his hands. “However, I don’t think it will happen right away.”

      “But it will happen?”

      Steve shrugged. “Prepare for it, but that doesn’t mean things are hopeless. Investigations have a way of turning up all kinds of unexpected information. Many times, it’s information that can cause charges to be dropped.”

      “What should we prepare for?”

      “Posting bond if he is arrested. Jack will fight hard for a moderate amount. The district attorney will want a higher number because of the seriousness of the crime and the fact that a young woman is the victim. The judge will probably find a middle ground because of your stability, standing in the community, and the fact that Clay has no criminal record.”

      A sniffle told him LeAnn’s heart and emotions had cracked. He wondered if he’d been too direct and stolen her hope. He raised his voice and brightened his words. “You realize that I’m giving you a worst-case narrative. The police are, as we speak, chasing down leads and discovering fresh evidence. There’s so much we don’t know yet.”

      He felt LeAnn pat his hand. “Nice try, Steve. General contractors are used to bad news and dealing with it. There are three rules to any construction project: It takes longer than you think it should, it costs more than projected, and there are always problems. With the Lord’s help, we’ll get through this.”

      Steve appreciated the statement of faith. It reminded him so much of his late wife’s optimism.

      LeAnn had another question. “If they arrest Clay, will you and Heather get involved in the investigation?”

      Steve ran a hand over his chin. “We already are. All we need to do is formalize it.”

      “Do Lee and I need to sign a contract or something?”

      “Not yet, and it may not be necessary. Heather’s meeting with Jack today.” He paused a moment. “Let me explain how these things normally work. You hire an attorney, who then hires private investigators and any other specialists needed. If Clay isn’t arrested, we won’t be needed.” Steve rubbed his chin. “I hadn’t realized it, but if we are needed, it will create quite the unique situation. Heather and I will work for Jack while you and Lee are working for Heather on her project, while Jack is working for you.”

      “This sounds like a game of financial ring-around-the-rosy.” LeAnn tried to clear the lump from her throat. “Sometimes I think that’s all we do… trade money with everyone else.”

      Their food arrived, giving Steve time to ponder the information he’d received. He had at least three leads to follow up on: Janie Polk, Luke Paulson, and LaShawn Moody. Also, he’d need to speak with Heather and make sure they were in agreement regarding the investigation. He wondered if she was ready to commit to it or wanted to wait until Clay’s arrest. His money was on Heather wanting to start now. Things weren’t looking good for the young man.

      Instead of going home and calling from his condo, Steve told the Uber driver to drop him at Heather’s office. It was really their office because he had a desk, chair, and telephone there, but his spot remained unused unless they were working a case. It had been a while since his shadow darkened the door of the McBlythe Building in The Woodlands. It was time to check in with Heather and decide if they would take the case or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Heather looked up from the blueprints she’d spread across the conference table in their office. Steve walked in with his cane leading the way. “Hello, stranger.”

      Steve acknowledged her greeting with a left-handed salute.

      Heather kept goading him. “It’s been months since you’ve been here. Do you remember where your desk is?”

      It was a tongue-in-cheek question that didn’t deserve an answer, but she got one anyway. “No thanks, I came to take a nap while you work. How do I get to the bedroom you added? The chicken-fried steak I had for lunch with LeAnn has my eyelids drooping.”

      Heather considered his words. Even without an official contract, he’d taken significant steps to begin the investigation. “Did you learn anything interesting?”

      “Some, and none of it is good for Clay. I figured since you and Jack were starting without me, I’d need to earn my keep.”

      “Your desk or mine?”

      “Mine… if I can remember where it is.” He then walked in a straight line across the room, circled the desk, and sat in his leather chair. She followed him to the lone chair that sat in front of his modest workspace.

      “Let me go first,” she said. “I’ll not take long.”

      He folded his collapsible cane and placed it on his desk. “Go ahead.”

      “Jack’s convinced Clay’s arrest will come sooner than later. Clay wasn’t exactly truthful when he told the police he didn’t know the victim.”

      Steve nodded. “LeAnn’s expecting it. She also told me April was wearing his letter jacket. Is that the same story you heard?”

      “You already know it is. It was Lee, LeAnn, and Clay in Jack’s office yesterday afternoon when Clay gave the details.”

      Steve drummed his fingers on top of his desk. “Any other revelations?”

      “Jack gave Clay and his parents a homework assignment of a daily accounting of Clay’s location and actions for each day in January and February.”

      Steve leaned back in his chair. “It would help if we could prove Clay was somewhere far away. A long cruise would be a great alibi.”

      “No such luck,” said Heather. “Clay loves to work, especially running heavy equipment. He was working steadily on my project from mid-January until yesterday, running either an excavator, a backhoe, or a bulldozer.”

      Steve expressed his feelings by letting out something between a moan and a huff. He followed this with, “Nothing else?”

      “Not that you haven’t already heard.”

      Heather crossed her left leg over the right. “In other news, I called Kate. She feels horrible about your stories being stolen.”

      Steve responded with a grunt that could mean something or nothing. It was one of his few infuriating habits. He used the tactic when he had to acknowledge something but didn’t want to divulge anything.

      Heather broke the silence when it became apparent that he’d said all he was going to. “Kate said she wants to be your coach and editor again.”

      Another grunt.

      “Her exact words were, ‘Tell Steve I want him back.’”

      Steve came out of his shell. “Tell Constance Banks to call Kate. I don’t want my mind cluttered with details about what you’re going to do with Bucky. Call Leo, too.”

      Heather’s mind raced to keep up with Steve’s words. Leo, his former partner in Houston homicide, would move heaven and earth to help Steve. He could also be a great help to Constance. Nothing like having a homicide detective’s assistance.

      Steve asked, “Did you hear me?”

      “Sorry. I drifted away for a few seconds. I was having pleasant thoughts about what Leo might do to Bucky. It wasn’t pretty, but I certainly enjoyed it. By the way, is there anything special you want me to say?”

      “It occurred to me that it might help if the attorney you hired has a good connection in the police department. Leo can get the official and unofficial scoop on Bucky. I’m wondering why he’s an ex-cop. Ask Leo to find out what he can.”

      Heather tilted her head. “I’m surprised you don’t already know Bucky’s background. Didn’t you do any research on him?”

      “I was writing my stories, not his. Looking back, he avoided my questions about his work history. He got around it by telling me I had too much to learn about writing to be wasting our time talking about him.”

      Heather made a mental note to make two phone calls, one to Kate and the second to Leo. She added an email to her to-do list. It would inform Constance Banks of the two sources of information she could use to build her case against Bucky—Leo and Kate.

      “What else?” asked Heather.

      “I didn’t hear you writing notes. You’d better grab a pad and pen.”

      She scurried to her desk, retrieved a legal pad, and returned to her chair. “Got it. What’s the plan?”

      Steve folded his hands on top of his desk. “I need to tell you about my talk with LeAnn Cockrell.” As usual, he recounted their meeting in detail, taking extra care to focus on April Brewer and Janie Polk, Clay’s former girlfriends. He also mentioned Luke Paulson and his mother.

      Heather had questions. “Let me make sure I have this straight. Luke Paulson is a senior in high school who dated the victim, April Brewer, before Clay did.”

      “Correct.”

      “And April ended the relationship with both boys?”

      “Right. First Luke and then Clay.” Steve paused. “According to LeAnn, April’s parents didn’t think Luke had the right pedigree because he’s the son of a plumber.”

      Steve took a breath. “Another of Clay’s former romantic interests was Janie Polk.”

      Heather wrote the information. “Let’s wait a minute before we move on to another girlfriend. Did Luke hold a grudge against Clay when he started dating April?”

      Steve shifted in his chair. “That’s something we need to find out. If so, we may have a suspect. High school romances can run white-hot.”

      Heather looked down at her notes. “Next we have Janie Polk. She had the hots for Clay?”

      “She and Clay dated before her mother flew in on her broom and put an end to the relationship. We need to find out if Janie blamed April for the breakup, even though LeAnn told me Clay never was serious about April.”

      Heather looked again at her notes. “We need to find better suspects. The chances of Luke or Janie killing April are next to zero.”

      Steve shrugged. “We have to start with what we have and work out from there. Let’s begin with Janie. She may be the hardest to get information from.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Her mom has the reputation of being overprotective. We need to find a way for one of us to talk to her without mom listening to every word.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Steve issued an impish grin. “A smart woman like you should be able to come up with something.”

      Heather sensed a set-up wrapped in the gushy compliment. She threw one back at Steve. “Houston’s former top homicide detective must have a few tricks up his sleeve.”

      His head wagged side to side. “I’ll take Luke. That leaves you with Janie and her mother, Veronica. It will give you an opportunity to get creative. Find out what interests Janie.”

      Heather loved a challenge, but she was too many years away from being a teen. A thought bubbled to the surface. It took shape and morphed into a plan. She cast her gaze to Steve. “This may not be as difficult as I think.”

      She scribbled another note on her pad, which read, Call Jack. Enlist Briann to search social media.

      Looking up from her notes, she said. “We still don’t have a client. Jack and the Cockrells are talking to us, but no one has pulled the trigger to officially hire us.”

      Steve waved away the statement. “Neither one has waved us off, either. At this point, I think they’re all assuming we’re in.”

      Heather didn’t like what she had to say next but steeled herself and let it ease out. “I may have to renegotiate my contract with you.”

      “Oh?” said Steve. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I can’t drop everything this time and work only on the murder case. This project I’m working on is too big. I can give you half time, but not full time.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “That’s no problem. I’ll call Bella and ask her to come as soon as she can.”

      “That occurred to me, too. I’ll draw up a contract with Jack and see if he’s ready to pull the trigger on hiring us.”

      Steve nodded. “Keep our standard agreement of no charge with Jack, and I’m sure he won’t charge Lee for our services. Since Lee’s giving you a ten percent discount on construction because we solved the murder in December, we’ll all just pass our money in a circle. Nobody will get rich off this deal.”

      “Misunderstandings over money can ruin relationships faster than anything I know,” said Heather. She smirked, even though he couldn’t see her. “I know a guy who wrote a bunch of stories but didn’t have a contract to protect him. He regretted it.”

      “That was a low blow, even if it’s true.”

      “Sorry. Couldn’t help myself.”

      Steve stood. “Just for that, I’m going to take a nap. Show me to the apartment you had built. I was up most of the night thinking and I don’t want to take another ride in an Uber today. The last one smelled of vomit.”

      Heather settled Steve in the tiny apartment that had reduced the size of her office, but not by much. He took off his shoes and lay on the Murphy bed. She turned on a white noise machine to block out the street sounds with a recording of waves coming to shore. She closed the door, went to her desk, and told her phone to call Jack.

      He answered with, “Blackstock Law Office.”

      “You need a receptionist.”

      “Tell me about it. Please say you have applicants ready to interview tomorrow morning.”

      “Three, starting at nine o’clock. All qualified, and two are excited about the prospect of working in a small office.”

      “You’re a lifesaver. Is that why you called?”

      “It isn’t the only reason. Steve dredged up a couple of potential suspects. They’re not likely to have killed April, but interviewing them should give us good background information.”

      “Better than nothing.”

      “There’s more. I want to hire Briann to do some research for me.”

      “I don’t know…”

      Hesitation seasoned Jack’s voice, so she moved on quickly. “The two suspects are seniors in high school. I’d like Briann to search social media and give me a report on their interests, hobbies, and what’s important to them.”

      “Social media only?” asked Jack.

      “Or anything else she can find on the Internet. I’ll need to talk to Janie Polk without her mom. It’s our understanding she’s a little overbearing.” She launched into the tale of Steve interviewing LeAnn Cockrell and the information he gleaned about Janie Polk and Luke Paulson.

      When she finished, Jack said, “Did you and Steve agree to start a formal investigation?”

      “If you’re ready, we’re ready.”

      “I like it.”

      “Good. I’ll bring a contract with me tomorrow morning. We’ll be working pro bono. Lee’s giving me such a deal on the project, it’s like he’s prepaid for our services. That includes any subcontractors Steve and I might hire.”

      “Like Briann?”

      “Her and Bella. It’s likely she’ll help us, too. I have a feeling Steve has something in mind for her.”

      She heard Jack’s chair creak. That meant he’d leaned back and most likely had his boots on his desk. He wouldn’t have done that if he hadn’t felt some of his burdens lift.

      “I’ll let Briann know to expect a call from you. It will thrill Mom to hear we’ll interview her potential replacement tomorrow. She trusts you a lot more than me to make a good choice.”

      “Is it all right with you if we wait until next week to interview attorneys?”

      “I’m in no rush for that.”

      “You’ll need time to train your new secretary.”

      “That’s Mom’s job. She’ll train Briann with light receptionist duties at the same time.”

      Heather closed the conversation. “I’ll keep you posted on anything else we turn up in our investigation.”

      “Thanks. I’ll send you a text if I hear anything.”

      The call ended and Heather went back to the table covered with blueprints, a scale model of the project, and a folder titled Strategy for Sales and Marketing. She was on the third page of the marketing plan when she received a text from Steve.

      
        
        Who will benefit from Clay Cockrell being in jail?

      

      

      The question stopped Heather in her tracks. All thoughts of her project took flight. Leave it to Steve to come up with such a question. Perhaps April’s murder had nothing to do with teenage romances or bruised egos.

      She quickly sent her own text.

      
        
        You’re supposed to be sleeping. Figure it out yourself.

      

      

      Steve replied with an emoji of a smiling face wearing sunglasses.
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      Heather arrived at Jack’s office, a renovated home on a major street leading to downtown Conroe. The size, location, and lack of mortgage suited Jack. He’d owned it free and clear for years, and it was big enough to hold additional staff. Two more attorneys, a paralegal, a secretary, and a receptionist would pose no need for expansion or renovation. Only one of those positions was on today’s schedule.

      Heather pulled into the space beside Cora’s car. She smiled as she thought of the warm-hearted woman who had received her into their family. Cora had gotten used to the idea of Heather being her daughter-in-law and wasn’t giving up hope. The surprise arrival of Jack’s daughter was an unexpected delay in what the older woman thought to be an inevitable marriage.

      On the bright side, Briann’s arrival had eliminated Cora’s hunger to have a grandchild to dote on, which had the unexpected benefit of reducing the pressure on Heather and Jack to marry.

      As she put the car in park, Heather took a moment to examine her relationship with Jack. Her feelings for him hadn’t changed, but Briann’s arrival in Jack’s home had certainly changed the dynamics of her relationship with him. She was no longer the center of Jack’s attention. Heather was focused on business while switching back into the role of steady girlfriend. All three were finding their footing after experiencing emotional earthquakes.

      Cora and Briann had hit it off from the start. This relieved a ton of pressure from Heather to play a role in the girl’s life she wasn’t sure she was ready to handle. For now, Heather was content to have a wonderful, very part-time companion in Jack and a challenging career… probably for a long time to come.

      Heather closed the front door and Cora met her with a warm hug. Removing her jacket, she asked the silver-haired woman, “Did you get Briann off to school with no trouble?”

      “She grumbled a little, but I think it’s only because her classes aren’t challenging enough. Jack and I are pushing the school to get her into more advanced classes, but it’s like pushing mud uphill. I’m exploring other options, but it’s quite a learning curve for me.”

      Heather gave a nod of commiseration. She wanted to help but wasn’t sure about the new boundaries in her relationship with Jack. It seemed best to tread lightly with Briann and allow time to heal the sting of grief caused by the loss of her mother to cancer.

      Instead of getting into a circular discussion about educational alternatives, Heather focused on hiring a secretary. “Did you look over the job applications?”

      “I arrived early and studied them. On paper, they look excellent.”

      “You know the job better than anyone and what Jack needs. I hope he asked you to be a part of the interviews and selection.”

      She chuckled. “It must have slipped his mind.”

      Heather shook her head. “Isn’t that just like him? Sometimes he can’t see what’s right in front of him.” She issued a sly grin. “I have a plan.”

      The sound of Jack’s boots clomping down the hall reached the co-conspirators. “Are you two talking about me?”

      Heather looked into brown eyes. “You have a choice today. Option one is all three of us will conduct the interviews. We each get a vote on selecting the best candidate. Majority wins. Option two is your mother and I will do it without you.”

      “That’s not what I had in mind.”

      “It’s good business practices,” said Cora. “The pressure is off you from making another poor decision.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mom.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “I won’t, and I’ll take option one. That will at least give me the illusion that I have some say-so in the running of my practice.”

      Heather kissed the left side of Jack’s face as his mother kissed the other at the same time.

      Cora backed away to arm’s length. “See there, son. You’re already making better decisions.”

      Jack led Heather to the conference room while his mother stayed in what had been a formal living room when the home was built. It now served as the secretary’s office and seating area for clients. On the way down the hall, Jack asked, “Did you bring the contract regarding you and Steve working for me?”

      Heather reached into her valise and withdrew papers. “All ready to sign.”

      Jack took them but made no move to read the pages. “Any progress on the case?”

      “Bella’s flying in tomorrow. Steve believes she can help, but he hasn’t shared his plan with me yet. The next step may depend on what Briann uncovers in her social media search on Janie Polk, Luke Paulson, and LaShawn Moody.”

      Smile lines radiated from Jack’s eyes. “Briann may put on a good show to pretend she doesn’t like you, but you pushed the right buttons by asking her to help with a murder investigation. Last night, I had to tell her to turn off her computer at eleven thirty.”

      “Did she find anything juicy?”

      “She told me she was working for you, and you were working for me. It would be your responsibility to tell me after she submitted her report to you.”

      “Wow. Her mother trained her well in chain-of-command procedures.”

      A hint of regret seasoned Jack’s next words. “It sure wasn’t me.”

      Heather ignored the inflection of his voice. “That’s because you’re a one-man show. Get used to the idea of change and a more formal structure.”

      “You keep saying that. I hope you’re not trying to mold me into a corporate bureaucrat.”

      “I’d be wasting my time. Besides, I like the slower pace when I come here. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t so driven, but I get bored easily.” She looked away. “I guess it’s true that opposites attract.”

      Jack took two steps toward her. “Apparently so.”

      Heather held out her hands to stop him from drawing closer. “I heard the front door. It wouldn’t do to have the first applicant catch the prospective boss in a clench with a hired hand.”

      Jack grumbled but retreated. Seconds later, his mother arrived with the first applicant.

      By ten thirty, the trio had interviewed, discussed, and selected a new receptionist. Jack’s first choice was a woman with thirty years of experience in a large California law firm. What gave Heather pause was the woman’s reaction to Jack’s adequate time off policy. During the interview, Heather traded travel stories with her. It became apparent the woman was more interested in time off than working. She revealed her husband had already retired and he wanted to see the world.

      The second applicant exaggerated her skills. When pressed, the truth came out. She could whip up a mean cup of espresso latte but didn’t know the difference between litigation and libation. Six years ago, she’d grown tired of working for a law firm after three weeks and gone to work in a coffee shop. It was a brief interview.

      The person selected for the position was a minister’s wife with kind eyes, a pleasant voice, and ten years of transferable experience. Her name was Francesca Calderon, and she was bilingual. Jack was concerned that she had three children. Heather knew that with one in college and the other two in high school the woman’s job of child rearing was almost done. She was confident Francesca could handle the duties of secretary and receptionist with no trouble. Heather hoped she would also be a good role model and mentor for Briann.

      Fran, as she preferred to be called, would start the following morning. In addition, she lived nearby and had dependable transportation.

      Phase one of Heather’s project to re-imagine and re-engineer Jack’s law practice was a success. It was time for her to take care of her own business. She declined an invitation to go to lunch and moved on to the next item on her to-do list. Making sure the installation of modern infrastructure at the Lake Conroe development was back on track required a trip to the job site.

      Her Mercedes SUV pulled to a stop in front of the construction trailer at the turnoff into the sub-division. Lee Cockrell’s truck was there along with several other vehicles, all pickups.

      Heather entered the single-wide trailer and faced a desk that Lee sat behind. He hadn’t shaved and possibly hadn’t bathed. A white hard hat sat on the desk, giving her a clue as to the reason for his disheveled look.

      Instead of greeting her, he held his cell phone mashed against his ear. His voice had the tone of a bear rudely awakened in mid-hibernation.

      “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me you can’t deliver the first load of road base for three more weeks? Did I hear you right?”

      It must have been a one or two-word reply because Lee quickly lowered his voice and spoke as though it hurt to talk. “Listen good. I don’t know who told you to call me, but it wasn’t the company president. I spoke with him the day before yesterday. He gave me his word that trucks would roll on time. Did you speak with Andy before you called me?”

      Another short answer.

      “I didn’t think so. I have a contract with your company to have that base here in ten days. I have Andy’s word that he’ll make it happen. If you need to talk to the woman funding this project, I’m looking at Heather McBlythe. Do you know that name?”

      An even shorter response.

      “Would you like to explain to her why you’re going to cost her thousands of dollars because you took it upon yourself to reschedule?”

      Lee looked up and smiled. His gravelly voice ground away at the caller. “That’s what I thought. Tell whoever told you to pull this on me that I’m not new to this game. I don’t appreciate having to play it.”

      The conversation ended. Heather asked, “Trying to bump a customer to make another sale?”

      Lee nodded. “Everybody’s building and trying to maximize profits. Supplies and subcontractors are in such demand they pull out all the stops trying to get bonuses. Integrity is often the first casualty in the construction business.”

      Heather pointed to the door. “Care to take a drive with me?”

      He reached behind himself to grab a hard hat off a peg and handed it to her. He took his in hand as he rounded the desk. “I need a break. I’ve been trying to check on the crime scene all morning. One thing after another kept me chained to the desk.”

      Heather and Lee thought enough alike that he must have known she’d want to visit the trench where Clay found April Brewer’s body. She also wanted to know the status of tearing up the streets. Lee’s worry lines told her his thoughts were elsewhere.

      “How’s Clay coping?” she asked as she buckled the seatbelt in Lee’s truck.

      “Scared, silent, and sullen. Do you want more?”

      “No. I get the picture and I’d act the same.”

      Lee glanced her way. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I never thought I’d be waiting for a phone call telling me my son’s been arrested for murder.”

      Heather wanted to console the distraught father, but refrained. She’d learned a long time ago that platitudes had the sound of counterfeit coins—hollow and worthless. Instead, she focused on a question Lee could answer. “Is Clay working today?”

      “He’s on a dozer ripping up streets. At one time, asphalt covered them. They’re more like rutted trails now due to years of neglect.”

      “He’s not running the excavator?”

      “It was his idea to trade with another man. He’s sure a jail cell is in his immediate future and wanted to make sure the other guy was comfortable with the new machine I leased.”

      “That’s a responsible thing to do, even though it might not be necessary.”

      “Like I said, Clay’s convinced it’s only a matter of time.”

      Lee slowed to a stop on a rutted road. She stated the obvious. “The tape is still up.”

      A huff of air came from Lee. “Working at the sheriff’s department must not be that different from a construction job. Things take longer to get done than they should. I was told the tape was coming down early this morning.” He paused. “At least that’s what the detective said.”

      A pickup that looked like it would fall apart if someone washed it came to a stop behind them. Lee glanced in his truck’s side mirror and provided a couple of details. “It’s Rusty Brigs. He’s the excavator operator taking over for Clay. He’s rough around the edges but a skilled dirt mover.”

      Lee lowered his window as the man came even with the driver’s door. “I heard the road was supposed to open. Were the cops telling lies again?”

      The words brought Heather on point. She inspected what she could see of the man and judged his age at thirty-three, give or take a few years. She estimated his height at about five seven. A dirt-and-oil-stained baseball cap shaded his narrow face and shifty eyes. His black hair was pulled into a pony tail. She wouldn’t be surprised if the local police had him on their radar.

      Lee responded to Rusty’s question. “I heard the same thing. Stay here and wait for them. We’re days behind on getting the drainage line reburied. If you don’t know how important it is to stay on schedule, I’ll give you a refresher. Get caught up and you get a bonus. If you don’t, look for another job.” He looked in his mirror. “Where’s the rest of the crew?”

      “Finishing lunch. They should be here any minute.”

      Heather spoke for the first time since Rusty approached Lee’s truck. “I’ll call and see what the delay is with the sheriff’s department.”

      Heather knew the ranking officers and the detectives at the sheriff’s department. She scrolled through her phone until she found the lead detective on April’s murder investigation. It rang twice before a woman said, “Detective Blake.”

      “Loretta, this is Heather McBlythe. I’m at the crime scene trying to get some work done. Does the forensics crew need more time?”

      “Didn’t someone take the tape down?”

      “I’m looking at a blocked road and an excavator that isn’t running.”

      “Sorry. Take the tape down and throw it away.”

      “Thanks. Good luck with the investigation.”

      “Based on a rumor going around, I should say the same thing to you. Don’t forget to let me know if you and Steve discover anything interesting.”

      Heather slipped her phone back into the pocket of her jacket. She cast her gaze past Lee to look at Rusty Brigs. He’d positioned himself to stare at her, listening to every word of her conversation. He dug into the pocket of his jacket, retrieved a toothpick, and slipped it into the corner of his mouth.

      Lee started his truck and looked at Rusty. “Call the others in your crew and tell them I said lunch is over. Take the yellow tape down and bury it deep. It’s not a souvenir.”

      “You got it, boss. Anything else?” The toothpick rose and fell with every flick of his tongue.

      “You have until the end of the day tomorrow to get caught up on this street.”

      “Then you’ll put me back on my old job?”

      “Don’t push me, Rusty. You’ll work wherever I need you.”

      Lee pushed the button on the door handle and his window rose. Heather asked, “Ex-con?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is he more trouble than he’s worth?”

      “Not yet, but men like him don’t last long.”
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      Heather watched Rusty Brigs walked back to his truck. His gait was that of a man who looked for angles to play, a little bit shifty with a tablespoon of cocky. Heather ran her tongue across teeth that felt like they could use a good brushing. She turned to Lee. “Steve and I are gathering information on suspects. One of Jack’s strategies is to give the police other people to consider. Correct me if I’m wrong, but Rusty’s not one of Clay’s fans.”

      “The cab on the excavator is air conditioned in summer and heated in winter. Most all the other pieces of equipment I own or lease are open to the elements. Rusty believes he should work in comfort and doesn’t like it that the boss’s son received preferential treatment. Clay is every bit as good an operator as Rusty, and I trust him a heck of a lot more. Rusty’s the one Clay traded machines with.”

      “I’ll add him to the list of suspects and do a thorough background check on him.”

      The last Heather saw of Rusty was when she and Lee pulled away. The former convict was taking down the police tape. She said, “What do you bet he takes that tape home with him?”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me a bit. Things go missing wherever he works. If he weren’t such a good heavy equipment operator, I’d have fired him a long time ago.”

      Heather realized Briann would need to search social media for one more person. Rusty was the type of man who couldn’t stay out of trouble for long. He might not be the killer, but he was bad news waiting to happen.

      Lee drove street by street and gave her updates. He stopped on a side street and pointed, “That’s Clay on the dozer.”

      Heather lowered her window and watched as a bulldozer lowered metal claws into a road of weeds, dirt, and asphalt. The machine tore into the road as the metal tracks clanked and rattled.

      She turned to Lee. “Can you think of any other workers who might have something to gain from Clay going to jail?”

      “I’ve thought about that long and hard. I can’t think of anyone but Rusty.”

      “What about former classmates? Did Clay ever get in a fight with someone from high school, or since he graduated?”

      Lee dragged his hand over his stubbled chin. “He and LaShawn Moody used to be close friends, but that cooled when Clay was a junior in high school.”

      “Do you know why?”

      He shook his head. “If I heard, it went in one ear and out the other. LeAnn probably knows what it was about. Call her.”

      Heather made a mental note to dig deep into LaShawn Moody’s background. It occurred to her she’d have to find someone to infiltrate the world of high school seniors and recent graduates. What wasn’t clear was how she’d do that.

      The morning had gone better than expected. The project was getting back on track, and she’d added more names as possible suspects. Bella would arrive tomorrow morning and be available to help Steve. In addition, Jack had added a secretary to his payroll. She hoped the rest of the day would be equally productive.

      Her stomach clenched. Was it hunger pangs telling her to keep her blood sugar up, or something else? The image of Rusty Brigs flashed in her mind.
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      Steve slept late, which wasn’t unusual. Since he lived in a dark world, keeping on a regular schedule was often overlooked. The banging on his front door jolted him from his recliner as he sipped the day’s first cup of coffee.

      He lowered his feet and padded to the front door, still wearing pajamas, a robe, and house shoes. He hollered, “Who is it?”

      “Delivery,” came the reply.

      “I didn’t order anything.”

      “It’s flowers from someone named Kate.”

      He unlocked the door and stood back. “Come in.”

      The door opened, letting in cold air and an even colder voice.

      “You’re slipping, Smiley. A washed-up, blind cop like you should be more careful.”

      The voice was familiar, but the tone wasn’t. Steve kicked his mind into gear. His hand went into the pocket of his robe and felt his phone. He immediately withdrew his hand and put both where the uninvited visitor could see them.

      “Hello, Bucky. I smell flowers. Did you bribe the delivery person or pretend you were me?”

      The question didn’t receive an answer, so Steve kept talking. “I hope you didn’t have to wait long at the door.”

      “Not long.” His voice held a malevolent tone. “Aren’t you going to offer a cup of coffee to your writing coach?”

      “I’m fresh out of arsenic to put in it.”

      “You’re making jokes now. You won’t be when I’m through with you.”

      “In that case, I’ll get that cup for you. Have you ever tasted Honduran coffee?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Go into the living room and have a seat on the couch. I want you to be comfortable while you threaten me.”

      The lack of noise from footfalls told him Bucky hadn’t moved.

      As he turned to go into the kitchen, Steve withdrew his phone, keeping it out of Bucky’s line of sight. He whispered into the microphone a single word. “Record.” He hoped the noise from the television would be enough to cover the command as he slipped the phone back into his robe pocket.

      Steve kept talking in a calm voice. “That was a slick move to get inside.”

      “Child’s play for an old cop like me.”

      “How do you take your coffee?”

      “I’ll take mine poured over your head. You made a huge mistake when you sued me. This isn’t the first time someone’s tried to cross me. I only had to break a finger or two and they came around to my way of thinking.”

      “Perhaps you’re right. I’m a reasonable guy. We might work out something we can both live with.”

      “You’re in no position to negotiate. I’ve already shown you how vulnerable you are.”

      Steve poured Bucky a mug of coffee and placed it on the bar overlooking the kitchen. “Be careful, it’s hot.”

      “That’s what I was hoping for.”

      Steve heard Bucky move behind him. The coffee pot rattled. Hot liquid slapped Steve on top of his head and stung as it trickled over his ears and face.

      He gritted his teeth and choked down the desire to scream. As coffee dripped from his chin, his arm was jerked behind his back. Bucky had him by the wrist and pushed upward until Steve thought his shoulder would come out of its socket.

      A cruel voice whispered in his ear. “The last writer that crossed me can’t type anymore.”

      “I don’t type,” said Steve through his pain.

      “I know. You’re a special case. Think what life would be like if you couldn’t talk. I’m used to making up all kinds of ways to hurt people in my stories. Believe me, I can get very creative.”

      “Tell me what you want,” said Steve.

      “That’s better. Drop the lawsuit, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      His hand came down a couple of inches, then immediately went back up. Pain shot through his shoulder again.

      “Don’t think about crossing me again. It will be your word against mine and I was never here. I have two cops that will swear I was with them.”

      He heard Bucky chuckle. “By the way, Smiley. You need to find another writing coach. Your stories don’t have enough grit in them to make me want to publish any more of them.”

      Steve responded with silence as his arm dropped to his side. The front door opened and slammed shut. He told his phone to stop recording. With his uninjured hand, he picked up the cup of coffee he poured for Bucky and brought it to his lips. “Good thing the coffee pot turned off twenty-five minutes ago. If he’d tasted it, he might have hurt me.”

      A dishtowel dried his hair and some of the mess in his kitchen. He’d do a better job of cleaning after a shower and putting his coffee-stained clothes in the washer.

      One thing being blind had taught him was patience. He rejected the knee-jerk reaction to call the police. Revenge would require a plan. While cool water pounded his head in the shower, he also dismissed the thought of calling Heather. She’d be too angry if he told her about the assault. The temptation to feed Bucky to the fish in small bites might be too tempting to her.

      One thing was clear: Bucky had to be stopped. Steve smiled. “He isn’t the only person who can be creative.”

      As cold water took away any residual stinging from his face, Steve weighed his options on what to do. Bella would arrive tomorrow morning. Could he use her to set a trap for Bucky? What about Leo, his former partner? Yeah. That was a better idea.

      Heather called while he was running a mop over the kitchen floor and relayed the news about additional potential suspects. She wouldn’t be home until late and asked him to come to the office for an after-hours meeting with Jack. She promised to have coffee waiting for him.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ve had my fill of coffee today. Iced tea sounds much better. I’ll be there in about an hour and start doing background on the potential suspects you discovered.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that. My day is getting out of control. For everything I finish, two more crises take their place. The only thing I’ll have time to do on the investigation is to ask LeAnn Cockrell why Clay and a young man named LaShawn Moody are no longer friends.”

      “I’ll call for a ride and be there in about an hour. Max is full of cat food and sleeping.”

      “Anything else going on?”

      “Some coffee spilled in the kitchen and I’m mopping the floor. I’m also doing a load of laundry.”

      Heather’s last words had a wistful tone of sarcasm to them. “Oh, to be retired and carefree. It must be nice.” A sigh came through the phone. “No time to talk. See you later.”

      Steve’s mind had already moved on to his next call. He kept his phone in hand and told it to call his former partner, Leo. He answered on the fourth ring.

      “Are you busy?”

      “Why do you bother asking?” said Leo. “There’s no shortage of people killing each other in Houston.”

      “I’m calling to make sure you’re not currently working a homicide. If Heather finds out what happened to me today, she’ll come unglued and you’ll for sure have one tomorrow.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Steve told Leo the story of his visit from Bucky. His reaction was what Steve expected. There was one major difference between working with Leo and working with Heather. Leo was more likely to follow Steve’s instructions on what to do with Bucky.
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      Steve rose early enough to give him plenty of time to dress, eat breakfast, and be ready for Bella’s arrival. His phone call to Leo the previous day had gone well, but took longer than expected. First, he had to peel Leo off the ceiling.

      After Leo finally stopped cussing in Spanish long enough to listen, they made a plan to approach the assault as they would any other investigation of a serious crime. They’d gather facts and find out what there was to know about Bucky. That would give them time to put raw emotions aside.

      After taking care of Leo, his mind shifted to Constance Banks. He sent her the audio recording of the assault, but didn’t want her to do anything yet. He wanted Bucky to think he’d won. The delay would give him and Leo time to put a better plan in place that would teach the bully a lesson he’d never forget.

      Constance suggested they drop the lawsuit until Steve and Leo could find additional victims, especially the one Bucky said could no longer type. A flurry of civil lawsuits and criminal complaints from multiple people would harm Bucky more than Steve’s alone.

      Bella called at ten thirty. “I’m on the ground and scored a brand-new SUV. My bags are in the back.”

      “Perfect. Be careful. There’s no shortage of wild drivers.”

      “You sound like Dad and Adam.”

      “That’s because you’re precious cargo.”

      A horn sounded, and Bella let out a squeal. “You weren’t kidding about insane drivers. Is there an epidemic of mental illness?” The excited tone of her words faded. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      “Call me when you get here and I’ll unlock the door.”

      He knew Bella would think the instruction odd, but after yesterday’s fun and games with Bucky, he wasn’t taking any chances. Leo had made him promise to be extra vigilant. He’d even extracted a commitment to install additional audio and video cameras in his and Heather’s condos. Technicians were installing tiny cameras when Bella arrived.

      Bella gave him a two-armed hug and a kiss on the cheek, then asked, “What’s with the extra security?”

      “Nothing for you to worry about.”

      The dismissive response didn’t cut it with Bella. “You already had a decent security system. Why the upgrade?”

      Steve put his hand behind his back and crossed his fingers. “Leo thinks Heather and I are making too many enemies by being private detectives. Also, there have been a couple of break-ins in this complex.”

      It wasn’t a total lie, but he hoped she wouldn’t press him for details.

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s not. Crime is spreading out from Houston. Of course, there’s crime everywhere. You pay your money and take your chances.”

      Steve didn’t want to get stuck in a conversation about property crimes. “How’s Adam?”

      “Wonderful,” she said with genuine joy in her voice. “He’s super excited about Heather’s new project. Do you think we could go there today?”

      “Nothing’s stopping you and me from taking a nice, long drive. I don’t know if Heather can break loose, but we can check. Do you want to put your bags in her condo before we go to her office?”

      “They’re in the back of the rental, out of the way. I’m ready to see her and to hear all about the investigation.”

      Steve slipped on a light jacket as best he could with his sore arm and grabbed his cane.

      Small talk about the sale of Bella’s parents’ resort in St. Croix and the move to Puerto Rico filled the rental on the way to The Woodlands. This suited Steve and he sensed Bella had bigger news to tell, which she’d prefer to tell later when Heather could hear, too.

      They rode the elevator to the fourth floor of the McBlythe Building, Heather’s corporate headquarters. Her father’s McBlythe Building in Boston was older and larger, but Heather hadn’t outgrown this one yet.

      Steve knew it would be a noisy reunion between Bella and Heather. They didn’t disappoint as both squealed with delight, hugged, and talked over each other.

      They soon gravitated to the scale model of the project, with Heather giving a street-by-street tour. Steve had heard the plans so many times that he could almost name all the streets. He went to his desk, put on headphones, turned on his laptop, and told it to check emails.
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      Heather stood beside Bella with a pointer in her hand. “This is the community center with exercise rooms, spa, and juice bar. There will be two pools, indoor and outdoor, as well as a splash pad for the little ones. Over here will be a retail center with a bank, shops, and a convenience store. There’s also a second community center for social gatherings and conference rooms.”

      “Are those tennis courts?”

      “Tennis and pickleball courts. I’m also putting in an eighteen-hole putting course for the golfers.”

      “With real grass?” asked Bella.

      Heather answered with a smile. “It’s Jack’s contribution to the project. He insisted on real grass. Did you see the walking trails?”

      Bella’s blue eyes opened wide with delight. Heather took a moment to inspect her. She’d braided her white-blonde hair into a rope that hung down her back to her trim waist. If possible, marriage had brought about an even warmer glow to her face. She’d effortlessly morphed from a breathtaking teen into a woman. Tall and willowy, she moved with the grace and flow of a ballerina.

      Bella’s voice tinkled with excitement. “There are lake-front lots? Are they reserved for the mansions?”

      “More like mini-mansions,” said Heather with a wink of her eye. She used the pointer to draw attention to a peninsula. “I thought you and Adam might be interested in this lot. It’s zoned for a duplex. One side could be a four bedroom and the other a three bedroom.”

      Bella’s mouth hinged open. Heather continued, “It will be up to you and Adam to fill the bedrooms with children. Steve and I thought your parents might enjoy living next door to you.”

      Bella had to sit down. Her gaze didn’t shift from the model on the table. Heather filled the void of silence. “Steve and I had such a good time selecting the lot and playing with ideas about what your future home might look like. Of course, the decision is yours. We certainly don’t want you to feel we’re planning your life for you.”

      Heather put a finger up to her lips to signal Bella not to speak. The dumbstruck newlywed rose to her feet as the pointer shifted to a second lot on the peninsula. It was like a game of charades when Heather used her finger to point to herself and then at Steve. She then handed Bella a drawing of another duplex.

      Revelation hit Bella like a club as Heather’s meaning became clear. Her family would live next door to Steve and Heather’s condos.

      Bella slumped into the chair again, tears of joy rolling silently down her face. Heather grabbed tissues and handed them to the beauty.

      Steve still had his earphones on. Heather leaned into Bella and said, “Steve doesn’t know it yet, but he’s getting a new three-bedroom condo next door to mine. It’ll be similar in design to what we currently have, but with an extra bedroom, a home office, and a large back porch overlooking the lake.”

      It took time and several hugs for Bella to compose herself. All the while, Heather pointed out more details of the meticulously planned community. She finally put the pointer down. “Do you want to take a ride and see it?”

      Bella shouted out, “Heck, yeah!”

      “You’ll need to use your imagination. Road and infrastructure construction is in full swing.”

      “I need to see it to prove this isn’t a dream.”

      “I’ll get my purse. Tell Steve we’re leaving.”

      He spoke as he took off the earphones. “It’s about time. We also need to decide where we’re eating lunch.”

      Bella took steps toward him and they met as he rounded his desk. “You still have the best hearing of anyone I’ve ever met. Latch onto my arm. We’re going to check out my new home.”

      Steve extended his hand, and Bella placed it on her arm. “Will you tell us your big news on the way to the lake?”

      Bella came to a quick stop. “How did you know I have big news?”

      Steve chuckled. “I didn’t know for sure until now. It must be good news.”

      “You tricked me again. One of these days, I’m going to learn.”

      “You sort of gave it away with all the small talk on the drive here. It sounded forced, so I figured you had something to tell us but wanted to wait.”

      Heather spoke up. “Never forget how sneaky he is. Just for that, I’m putting him in the back seat on our trip to the lake.”

      “To lunch first,” said Steve. “If not, you’ll hear me gripe all afternoon.”

      “I want Texas barbecue,” said Bella.

      “Me, too,” said Steve. “There’re three places between here and the lake.”

      Heather couldn’t help but say, “Who needs a phone with a program that gives restaurant locations when we have Steve?”

      Bella didn’t wait until they arrived at the restaurant before she blurted out, “I’ll need to go to Houston while I’m here. A major sportswear company hired me to be their spokesperson and model.”

      Heather was the first to respond. “That’s wonderful. Have you signed a contract yet?”

      “I brought it with me. Adam and my parents read it and said it looked good to them.”

      “Do you want me to look at it?”

      “Do you mind?”

      Steve chuckled from the back seat as Heather reached over to pat Bella’s hand. “Of course, I don’t mind. How much travel do they expect you to do?”

      “Not more than once a month. Most of it will be studio work and a large social media presence. I’m also to recruit models of all ages. Mom and Dad will be my first two for the mature adult demographic.”

      “Is that how you say old people?” asked Steve.

      Heather dipped her head as she glanced at Bella. “Ignore the guy in the back seat. Your parents will be perfect models for active wear.”

      Bella expounded on the line of clothing. It was a full line of apparel—everything from hiking boots to ski caps. They discussed fashion styles and trends as the miles clicked by.

      It occurred to Heather that Steve hadn’t joined in the conversation as she wheeled into a parking spot. Instead of making a move to get out of her SUV, Steve said. “There’s an idea rolling around in my mind. I’ve been wondering how we can interview some of the high school students who might be suspects or have information about the victim.”

      “How old are they?” asked Bella.

      “Three are eighteen. All are seniors in high school.”

      Heather asked, “What’s your idea?”

      “Let’s talk about it over lunch. I think better when my stomach isn’t growling.”
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      The smell of smoke from barbecue pits hit Heather as soon as she opened the SUV’s door. If it smelled good to her, she could only imagine how the aroma affected Steve. He answered her unasked question. “There has to be barbecue in heaven.”

      “Agreed,” said Bella as she led Steve across the parking lot.

      Steve didn’t need any help in ordering once the woman behind the counter asked, “What will it be today?”

      “A plate of moist brisket with potato salad, pinto beans, three slices of bread, pickles, and sauce on the side.”

      “Pickles, onions, and jalapeño slices are on the salad bar. Sauce and paper towels are on the tables. Spicy and regular.”

      “Yummy,” said Bella. “Do you want the cook to cut your meat into bites?”

      Steve shook his head. “I’ll make half-sandwiches. You’ll need to squirt the sauce on the bread for me. I made quite a mess the last time.”

      “Yes, you did,” said Heather. “And it cost me a very nice blouse.”

      Bella took her turn and ordered a duplicate of Steve’s.

      Heather ordered lean brisket and a trip to the salad bar. It wasn’t long before they dug into their feasts. Both women knew better than to interrupt Steve with questions until he was at least halfway through his meal.

      At the three-quarter mark, Steve swallowed, took a drink of sweet iced tea, and wiped his mouth with a paper towel. “Here’s what I’m thinking. Bella is looking for models of all ages. I know of at least three eighteen-year-olds that we need to interview. Why don’t we use the office Heather uses for interviews and get LaShawn Moody, Janie Polk, and Luke Paulson in for a pretend screen test?”

      Bella and Heather traded glances. Bella spoke first. “I need to start somewhere in finding teenage models.”

      Heather asked, “How are you planning on interviewing them?”

      Steve answered. “You and Bella will need to do it. We’ll coach her on what to ask beforehand.”

      Heather tilted her head. “I know she can do it, but what about the kids’ parents?”

      Steve waved a plastic fork over his plate. “At eighteen, they’re all adults, but you make a good point. Their parents might want to accompany them. Why can’t we put them in the adjoining office, listening and watching through the one-way glass? You do it all the time when your PA interviews job applicants.”

      Bella leaned forward. “What a cool idea. Should we get more kids to come in so it wouldn’t look suspicious?”

      Heather joined in. “Younger and older models both might be a good idea.”

      Steve asked, “Why don’t we include Briann in the mix and let her in on the plan?”

      Heather took in a deep breath.

      “What’s wrong with her being a part of it?” asked Bella.

      “Yeah,” said Steve. “You already have her doing social media reports.”

      Heather’s response eased out like she was unsure of her words. “I’ll need to clear it with Jack.”

      “Of course,” said Bella. “This may sound mean, but it’s hard to find girls her age that don’t look like gangly horses. She’s unique in a beautiful sort of way.”

      Steve added, “She’s plenty smart and has great listening skills. I think she could bring the guards down on the older ones.”

      Heather held up her hands. “You two slow down. I need some time to think about all the things that could go wrong. After all, she’s only twelve.”

      “Almost thirteen,” said Steve.

      Bella added, “I was shooting big game in front of a camera and doing commercials when I was twelve.”

      Heather didn’t have a good argument to make, but the unease of including Briann remained. “I’ll talk to Jack about it and get back to you. Otherwise, I think it could work. And it’s pretend with her—you won’t present her as a model, right?”

      Bella shrugged. “I don’t know. She might be really good.”

      Heather’s eyebrows rose.

      “Don’t worry about it. She probably wouldn’t want to do it anyway,” said Bella.

      Steve dug into his potato salad but didn’t lift his fork. “You two have a photo shoot to arrange. I’ll be responsible for training Bella in the finer points of gathering information related to a murder. The trick is for the models not to suspect anything.”

      Heather puffed out her cheeks. “I hope Briann can pull it off without spilling the beans.”

      “Speaking of spilling beans,” said Bella. “Someone decorated Steve’s shirt with bean juice.” She dipped a paper towel in her glass of ice water. “I’ll get it.”

      “Sorry,” said Steve. “I don’t have this problem when I have a big napkin. If I can tuck it under my chin, it’s like a child’s bib.”

      As Bella removed the stain with cold water, her gaze shifted to Steve’s face. “Have you been out in the sun? Your face looks pink.”

      He cleared his throat. “It must be the lighting in here, or it’s old age setting in.”

      Heather inspected him with more care. Bella was right. Steve’s face looked sunburned or flushed. She didn’t notice Bella’s complexion looking any different. She thought it strange but didn’t pursue it.

      They finished their meals with Bella carrying the conversation. It was mainly excited chatter about her job and the desire to look at the lot that might become the site of her forever home.

      It was a fairly quick trip to the lake from the restaurant. While Steve expressed his pleasure about the meal, Heather looked into the future and knew she’d one day make frequent stops on her way home from the office to get Steve brisket.

      Instead of stopping at the construction trailer, Heather wound her way through the future neighborhoods. At one point, she stopped. “It’s hard to imagine because of all the trees, but this area will be the community center. Did I tell you it will also include tennis and pickleball courts?”

      “I can’t wait to see the walking trails,” said Bella.

      “I insisted on them,” said Heather. “It presented a bit of a challenge because we had to sacrifice the size of some lots, but I think it’s worth it. We’ll pave some of the shorter trails, but the longer ones will be trails through a wilderness.”

      “You thought of everything.”

      As they drove, Heather noticed that many streets bore the scars of heavy equipment. She continued in the general direction of the lake until they approached the peninsula of land that Heather believed would make Bella’s heart skip a beat.

      Instead of the pristine lots shown on the model, trees, and undergrowth covered the land. They watched an excavator take a swipe at the earth and dump the contents of land that would become part of Bella’s driveway.

      “Rats,” said Heather. “I wanted you to see the land before they started burying drainage lines.”

      “Can we walk to the lake? The trees and brush are so thick I can’t see the water.”

      “Sure.” She parked where the street curved. “Do you want to come, Steve?”

      “No, thanks. I’ll get out and shake down lunch, but you two tromp through the sticker-bushes without me.”

      “What was I thinking?” said Heather. “I didn’t dress for the occasion. Of all days to wear a skirt, heels, and jacket.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Bella. “Can you point out the property lines?”

      “I can do better than that. I have a plat of the lots in the back.”

      Heather met Bella at the back of the vehicle. She took out a roll of papers and found the correct page. “You probably don’t need this, but take it anyway.” She then pointed to the excavator. “Where he’s digging is very close to the property line that divides the two lots. Your lot has water on two sides. It goes to where the land curves back into the relatively straight shoreline.”

      Bella nodded. “I understand.” Off she went, down the street, past the excavator, and onto the property. It was as if the woods swallowed her.

      Time passed. Heather spent it responding to phone calls, texts, and emails.

      Steve opened the passenger door, invading her makeshift office. “You need to check on Bella,” he said.

      She stopped typing into her phone and asked, “Why?”

      “The excavator stopped running eight minutes ago.”

      Heather bolted from the car. Rusty Brigs wasn’t a man to be trusted, especially with a woman as beautiful as Bella.

      Heather ran down the road, cursing herself for not paying closer attention to the noise of the machine. After yelling for Bella, she rounded the excavator. Without hesitation, she thrashed her way into the thicket, giving no thought about her shoes or bare ankles.

      By the time she heard Bella respond, sweat ran down her face and her ankles bore evidence the lot contained an undergrowth of thorns. Bella was weaving her way through the woods, with Rusty following behind at a slow lope.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Bella.

      Heather stood up straight. Her ragged breathing came in and went out of her mouth. She tried to quell her emotions by saying, “Nothing’s the matter. I lost track of time and allowed my imagination to run away with me.”

      Rusty ambled up with a toothpick waving up and down. “What’s all the hollerin’ about?”

      Heather fixed her gaze on him and returned his question with one of her own. “Why aren’t you digging the trench?”

      He pointed. “I went as far as I could before the land dipped. If I’d kept going, Bella would have gone through a briar patch to get back to the road.” He looked down at Heather’s legs. “I see you found another patch.”

      “Don’t worry about my legs, and her name is Mrs. Webber.”

      Rusty had the look of a confused dog but soon replaced it with a piercing stare. “Don’t worry, Miss McBlythe, I’ll get back to where I belong.” He pointed. “There’s a path you can use unless you enjoy walking through stickers.” He chuckled as he brushed past her.

      Heather waited until he was well ahead before she turned to Bella. “I’ll explain in the car.”

      Bella took hold of her arm. “The lot is absolutely perfect.” She paused. “At least it will be once it’s cleared.”

      Heather wanted to say, “Of both unpleasant plants and one human in particular.” Instead, she held her words inside.

      Bella looked back toward the lake and then returned her gaze to the excavator. “If I had a dollar for every creep who came on to me, I wouldn’t have to work as a model. It’s nothing new, and he didn’t touch me.”

      It should have been one of the most perfect moments in Bella’s life. Instead, the foul odor of exhaust from the excavator’s diesel engine wafted over them. The two women walked down the path to the road side by side. Neither spoke.

      Rusty waited until Heather and Bella were back on the road before he slammed the bucket into the ground. The metal hand pierced a fresh chunk of ground, curled, and withdrew a full scoop of earth. Once the machine had its way with the ground, it discarded the soil off to the side and went back for more.

      Steve slipped into the back seat and remained silent until Heather was two blocks away from the site of their future homes. A single word came from behind her. “Trouble?”

      The answer came to Heather in a flash. “Nothing that I can’t handle.”

      It must have been the tone of her voice that tipped Steve off. Instead of focusing his attention on her, Steve asked, “Are you all right, Bella?”

      Bella met the question head-on. “I’ve had people staring at me so long it doesn’t hardly register. It’s the things guys say that bother me.”

      “Ah,” said Steve.

      Heather added, “I don’t want him on my lot.”

      “Your lot?” asked Steve.

      Heather rolled her eyes. The proverbial cat was out of the bag. She stopped her car, put it in park, and shifted in her seat until she could see him. “I should have said our lots. This was supposed to be a surprise, but my big mouth gave it away. We’re moving, but not for a while.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “Me, you, and Max. I’m building each of us a condo on the land we just left.”

      “On the lake?”

      “Overlooking the lake, next door to Bella and Adam.”

      A wide smile parted Steve’s lips. It didn’t last long. “I’m with you, Heather. When Rusty Brigs finishes putting in the drainage pipes, he needs to move on.”

      “Let’s stop by the construction office and talk to Lee.”

      Heather drove on but didn’t make it to the office. Two law enforcement SUVs and an unmarked car sat on a side street. Lee’s pickup slid to a stop ahead of them. She explained the scene for Steve’s sake. “Detective Blake and two officers have Clay handcuffed. They’re putting him in the back seat. I need to call Jack.”
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      Warm, soapy water helped loosen the dried blood on Heather’s legs. She grimaced but was thankful she’d included a shower in the tiny bathroom of her remodeled office. By adding a bathroom and a small closet, she could get a full makeover if circumstances warranted. They did on this occasion. It would be weeks before she could wear a skirt again.

      Flesh-colored tiny bandages dotted her legs, but slacks covered them so no one would be the wiser. Her ill-advised sprint through the briars would remain the secret of a select few. With the damage repaired as much as possible, Heather exited the bedroom and stepped into her and Steve’s office.

      Bella looked on with an expression that mixed approval and surprise. “What a great idea to renovate your office. I love the outfit. Are you sure you don’t want to model? I’ll need women in their mid-thirties.”

      “No thanks. From what you’ve told me, the job requires travel. That’s something I don’t need more of.”

      Steve put an end to their discussion. “Jack called me when you were in the shower. Lee Cockrell called, too. They both wanted the same thing: other suspects.”

      Heather and Bella traded glances as Heather directed her gaze back to Steve. “I need to find out when they’ll set Clay’s bond.”

      Steve sat behind his desk, running a finger around the rim of his coffee mug. “They must have received the results of the autopsy. I don’t think Detective Blake and the DA would have asked for an arrest warrant if they didn’t have positive ID and approximate date of death. That means they know Clay has no alibi.”

      Heather added, “It tells me the forensic report from the scene revealed little.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” said Steve. “It occurred to me the trench is likely a secondary crime scene.”

      Bella joined the conversation. “Are you saying someone killed that girl somewhere else, took her to Heather’s property, and buried her there?”

      “It’s a theory. If Heather’s right about a lack of evidence at the crime scene, it fits nicely.” He added, “I hope she’s right.”

      “Why?”

      Steve brought his hand away from his coffee mug. “If there’s a primary crime scene other than the pipeline, that means the killer had to transport the body to the trench.”

      Heather added, “That’s two more places for evidence: The place of the murder and whatever was used to transport the body. It doesn’t take much, only a smidgen of someone else’s DNA, and guilt can point to another person.”

      Steve issued a word of caution. “The hard part is finding out where to look for the primary crime scene and the transport vehicle. That’s why we need to start interviews as soon as possible.”

      It was Heather’s turn again. “We already have a list and a plan. There’s Luke, Janie, and LaShawn. They’re our first step to getting into April’s world of high school and all the relationships there.”

      Bella snapped her fingers to signal she had an idea. “There’s someone else I could interview.”

      “Who’s that?” asked Heather.

      “That creep running the excavator.”

      “No way. He’s nothing but trouble.”

      Bella stood her ground. “Exactly. He looks like someone central casting would send to play the part of a bad boy. You know, the type your mother always warned you about.”

      “That’s because he is,” said Heather.

      Bella kept talking. “I could call him and say I’m looking for male models. I need a man who doesn’t look like a malnourished wimp—a guy with an independent, dangerous look about him. The interview would take place here with both of you next door.”

      Bella hadn’t convinced her of the sagacity of the idea. Too many risks.

      Steve joined in. “I hate the idea, and I like it. Heather’s right about Rusty being dangerous, but we need someone to take the pressure off Clay. If we don’t give the district attorney something to think about, he’ll fight hard for a high bond or no bond.”

      Heather huffed and paced as Steve and Bella hammered out a plan. Like Jack in selecting a receptionist, she’d been outvoted. She threw up her hands. “I want to include two more people in the room watching.”

      “Only one,” said Steve. “Detective Blake can be with us, but not Jack. He’ll be busy taking care of Briann. We’ll give both of them a copy of the recordings.”

      “He’s not going to like being excluded,” warned Heather. A worry-knot tied itself in Heather’s emotions. “I hope we’re not making a huge mistake.”

      Bella’s ringing phone put a temporary pause to the meeting. She pulled it from the back pocket of her skinny jeans. “Adam! You’ll never guess what’s happening here. We’re getting a new lake-front home with Mom and Dad living next door.”

      Heather noticed Bella didn’t mention the murder case or that she’d be in training with Steve to extract information from a dangerous ex-con. It was a marital crime of omission.

      For the hundredth time, Heather wondered if keeping a secret or two improved a marriage or harmed it. She might never know for sure, but her vote went to supporting the occasional secret. Perhaps that was the reason she felt a small sense of relief when her engagement ended.

      Bella ended her conversation and joined them at the conference table. The three of them pushed papers aside and fine-tuned a plan. It contained all the potential suspects and included interviews for Bella to conduct. They decided the only task for Heather was to talk with Jack and ask if Briann wanted to be a combination model and spy.

      Heather called in her personal assistant and told her to assist Bella and Steve in setting up the interview rooms. Bella would practice interviewing until Steve was sure she could handle Rusty. Steve suggested they call out for supper.

      It was mid-afternoon when Heather called Jack. He answered with, “Hello, beautiful.”

      “Hi, handsome. Any word yet on Clay’s bond hearing?”

      “Not yet. Please tell me you have good news.”

      “We’re working on it.” Heather spent the next five minutes telling him the short version of their plan for Bella to conduct a series of job interviews. Three would be high school students who had a connection to April Brewer. “We added an employee of Lee Cockrell’s by the name of Rusty Brigs to the mix. He has the skills to operate heavy machinery. He’s also a two-time ex-con who comes across as a guy who’d kill. I’ve met him twice, and he gives me the willies.”

      Jack responded with a measure of doubt. “I’m not sure the judge will take your ‘willies’ into consideration at a bond hearing. What else do you have?”

      Heather knew her reaction to Rusty didn’t count for much, but it was true and felt good to say out loud. She continued with relevant facts. “Rusty was working at the construction site the month April died, the same as Clay. He can operate an excavator. In fact, he took Clay’s place and was digging trenches and burying drainage lines today.”

      “I want to watch Rusty’s interview.”

      Heather gave her head a quick shake, even though Jack couldn’t see her. “Sorry. Steve’s orders. You’ll get a copy of unedited videos.”

      “I’d rather be there listening.” Jack shot out. When Heather didn’t respond, he sighed and said, “I guess the recording will be good enough.”

      Heather sucked in a breath and continued, “There’s something else we want you to consider. We’d like Briann to interview to be a model. Bella needs two boys and two girls her age to audition.”

      Jack remained quiet for several seconds before asking, “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “How did you know there was more?”

      “That little catch in your voice gives you away.”

      “I’ll work on that.”

      “What else?” asked Jack with more bite in his words.

      “We want to include Briann in the investigation in a very limited way. She won’t arouse suspicion if she asks questions of the older teens we’re going to interview. Steve wants her to sort of nudge them with a question or two. He believes she’d be perfect because they won’t suspect a twelve-year-old.”

      Jack’s next words came out with a mirthless laugh. “You want to use my daughter as a spy?”

      “I wouldn’t put it that way.”

      “How would you put it?”

      “We want to include her to prove you trust her with responsibility. It will help her gain maturity by helping you keep an innocent young man out of prison.”

      Jack erupted in laughter. “You sure know how to put lipstick on a pig.”

      When his chuckles subsided, he said, “Let me get this straight. All you’re asking Briann to do is sit in a room with three twelfth-graders and other kids her age, ask a few leading questions, and listen?”

      “She may not have to ask questions if they’re talking among themselves. She’ll be there to lend legitimacy to the interviews and spark conversation if it lags.”

      “It’s a fake interview?”

      “Not at all. Bella needs models. She thinks Briann will be perfect.”

      “I don’t know about that, nor do I know if she wants to audition to be a model. Are you sure she’ll want to?”

      “It’s your job to help her make the best decision.”

      “What do you think?”

      When she didn’t respond, he said, “Any other fine print?”

      “That’s all.”

      Jack hesitated before asking, “I insist Briann is only speaking with kids her age or younger, or the high schoolers. Absolutely no contact with Rusty Brigs and I want to hear everything that’s said.”

      Steve gave his head a nod of approval. Heather had the phone far enough away from her ear that he could hear the conversation.

      “Of course. All other parents will be in a separate room.”

      “I assume this will take place at your building. What day?”

      “This coming Saturday. The staff will be gone and the kids won’t be in school. Be here at nine, but we won’t start interviews until ten. We want the potential models to have time to talk among themselves.”

      Heather could hear Jack tapping something on his desk calendar. “I’ll talk to Briann as soon as she comes in from school. It will be her decision.”

      A breath of relief escaped Heather’s lips as she hung up. Jack was on board and she had a feeling Briann would be intrigued enough to agree. She hoped something useful would come from the interviews but had her doubts. If nothing else, Bella might get some suitable models for her new job.
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      The next day Bella made a casting call, of sorts. It consisted of getting word to a local middle and high school that she was looking for candidates to model. As expected, there was a small avalanche of applications. Thankfully, Luke, LaShawn, and Janie had applied, which negated the need for a secondary plan to include the potential suspects. Bella’s trained eye made short work of weeding out all but a few besides the three they needed to interview.

      On the day of the shoot, Heather, Steve, and Bella tried, with little success, to dodge raindrops as Jack’s F-150 pickup slid into a parking space at Heather’s building. Bella used Heather’s golf umbrella to cover her and Steve until they made it inside.

      Heather held the door open for Briann, who took cover under a small umbrella while Jack scurried toward the covered entry wearing a rain jacket with a hood.

      Once inside, Bella focused on Briann by enveloping her in a hug before backing off to arm’s length. She patted the preteen’s hair. “You look absolutely scrumptious. This will be so much fun.”

      Briann dipped her head. “I’m nervous.”

      “There’s no need to be. All you have to do is ask a few questions and pay attention to what people say.”

      “It’s not that. Anyone can ask questions and listen. It’s the modeling.” She pointed toward her hair. “Look at this frizzy mess. Of all days for it to rain.”

      Bella dismissed the comment with a wave of her hand. “I thought I was the ugliest girl on earth when I was your age. Nothing but skinny arms and legs and the figure of a fencepost. Now I look back on past episodes of the hunting shows I co-starred in and realize it was my smile that carried the day. You have an advantage because your hair has loads of body and volume. The dusting of freckles across the bridge of your nose only enhances your awesome smile.”

      “I can’t stand my hair.”

      “You’ll feel better when the makeup and hair artist gets through with you.”

      Briann’s eyes widened. “A real makeup artist?”

      “The real deal. She’s coming from Houston with the crew. They’re bringing clothes for all the models. A perk of this shoot is, you get to keep what you model.”

      “That’s  awesome!”

      Heather cast her gaze to Jack, who gave her a wink of approval. It was his way of saying thank you. She winked and said, “There’s a slight change of plans. You’re to watch the interviews and photo shoots in the room with Steve, Detective Blake, and me.”

      “All of them?”

      “Not this afternoon’s with Rusty. Steve has something special in store for you with that one.”

      An armed man wearing the uniform of a security guard approached. Heather directed her attention to him. “Good morning, Charley. I’m expecting several visitors today for a photo shoot. Point them to the elevator and tell them to go to the fourth floor. Someone will direct them from there.”

      Right on cue, a van sloshed its way through the parking lot and backed into a No Parking space in front of the main entrance. Heather turned to the guard. “They’ll move after they unload the racks of clothes and other things we need today.”

      “I’ll give them a hand.”

      “So will I,” said Jack. “No one asked me to be a model.”

      Bella met his flippant challenge, “I didn’t know you wanted to.”

      “Thanks, but I’d rather go swimming with hungry sharks.”

      “Is that the punchline of a lawyer joke?” asked Steve.

      Heather responded, “When Steve and Jack start making jokes, it’s my cue to leave. Who’s with me?”

      The elevator doors slid open and Heather’s personal assistant welcomed them on the fourth floor. After confirming that all was in order with her various businesses, Heather and Briann went into Heather’s office while Bella and Steve walked to the interview room.

      Briann cast her gaze around the office. “This is the biggest office I’ve ever seen.”

      “You should have seen it before renovations. I made part of it into an efficiency apartment.”

      “Why would you need that?”

      “I’m a compulsive worker and have business dealings all over the world. It’s not unusual for me to stay here overnight. One day blends into the next at times.”

      “Mom said everyone needs a good night’s sleep.”

      “Your mother was a wise woman.”

      Briann’s gaze focused on Steve’s modest desk. “What’s with the second desk and chair?”

      “It’s Steve’s. He comes here when we’re working on a case.”

      “He’s amazing.”

      “That he is,” said Heather. “He keeps me grounded.”

      Briann tilted her head. “How does he do that?”

      She smiled. “By finding homicides for us to solve.”

      “You’re weird.”

      Heather issued a gentle correction. “I’m unique… just like you’re unique. Jack tells me your mother was unique, too. Everyone is, once you get to know them.”

      Briann then asked, “Did you make a deal with Bella to ask me to be a model?”

      Heather thought this question might come. It was Briann’s way of looking for someone to share the hurt of life kicking her in the teeth. Why not transfer part of the blame to the woman who was dating her father? She hoped this would only be a skirmish and not a full battle.

      “Does it matter if I arranged for you to be considered as a model?”

      Briann rolled her eyes. “Mom taught me that when lawyers answer a question with another question, they’re hiding something.”

      Heather knew there was only one way out of the trap Briann had set. Only the unvarnished truth would do.

      “Like I said, your mother was a wise woman. To answer your question, I do have mixed motives. I like your dad very much and I want to keep dating him without too much drama from you. I thought including you as a model, as well as in the investigation, might earn me a few brownie points. With your looks, you could make a good model plus you’re smart enough to get information out of high school students without them becoming suspicious. If you get them talking about April Brewer and the case, it could help your father, Steve, and me, plus an innocent young man you’ve never met.”

      Heather knew she’d blunted the first attack when Briann said, “I still don’t think I’ll make a good swimwear model.”

      “You may be right. There’s no guarantee Bella will select you. That part is up to her. I have no influence.”

      “Do you hope she chooses me?”

      It was another question designed to trap her, but Heather was having none of it. “I think it’s a unique opportunity. That’s all I have to say about it. If she offers you the chance, that will be between you and your dad.”

      This earned a smile from Briann. “Dad’s right. You’re very clever.”

      The door opened and a line of preteens walked in. Heather concluded that speaking with Briann was like playing chess. It was a good thing she enjoyed the game. She leaned into Briann and whispered, “Practice on these guys. See if you can get them to talk about themselves, but don’t reveal anything about you.”

      Her personal assistant herded the two boys and a girl into Heather’s office. The foursome received instructions to sit around a conference table and fill out forms Bella had brought. The questionnaire was light on demographic information and heavy on personal likes and dislikes, preferences in music and movies, social media presence, and why they want to be a sportswear model.

      While the young models filled out questionnaires, their parents were in a separate office filling out different forms and reviewing a boilerplate contract.

      Bella and Heather allowed the children plenty of time to finish their assignment. The two adults then left Briann alone to practice what Heather had challenged her to do.

      After twenty minutes, Bella took the four potential models to separate offices, where they dressed in their first outfits. They alternated between photo shoots and changing into the next selection of sportswear.

      Meanwhile, the parents watched the four youngsters strut and pose on a monitor.

      Once finished, the excited families reunited. Smiles abounded as they were told they could keep the clothes worn in the photo shoot. Bella answered questions and led three of the four families to the elevator. Their day was done and Bella seemed pleased with the results.

      When Briann expressed her sympathy for the young boy who had a pimple on his nose, Bella’s comment seemed to surprise Briann. “His bone structure is what I was interested in. We can take out the zit by airbrushing the photos. If the complexion gets worse, I can use him as a model for pants, shorts, and shoes. They take a lot of shots from the neck down.”

      Briann looked up at the ceiling. “That’s where my future as a model lies.”

      “Absolutely not,” said Bella. “You’re the best of the bunch, and I’m not saying that to make you feel good. I can’t explain why, but the camera loves your face and hair.”

      Heather spoke up, “I told her she was unique.”

      “Uniquely beautiful,” said Bella.

      Steve then brought Briann back down to earth. “You did very well on the modeling part of your assignment. How did you do on gathering information?”

      Briann squinted her eyes like she was consulting a mental checklist. “The brunette’s name is Stacy. She hates her mother and fights with her constantly.”

      “Why?” asked Steve.

      “Stacy dreams of someday being allowed to eat more than one Krispy Kreme donut a month. She’s been modeling all her life and is sick of it. She wants to be a normal kid.”

      Briann went on before anyone could ask another question. “Randy was cool, except for that big honker of a zit on his nose. His mom has perfect skin, but his dad had a severe case of acne in high school. Randy thinks you’ll cut him.”

      Briann took a quick breath. “Last, but certainly not least, is Bryce. He’s an advanced placement kid who likes to work on calculus problems for fun.”

      Steve asked, “How would they describe you?”

      Briann shrugged. “Probably as an airhead. I asked Bryce what calculus was just to see how he’d react. He laughed and explained how to find the volume of a cylinder.”

      Heather concluded Briann passed the test. She could extract information from her peers. It remained to be seen how she would do with high school students, but her money was on Briann.
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      Bella sequestered the next group of models in Heather’s office until they’d all arrived with their parents. Briann was already in the office when the older models arrived.

      All went well until Bella announced parents would need to go to a separate office to fill out forms and examine contracts. A woman’s voice shot forth. “You told me I could watch Janie during the photo shoot. You lied.”

      Heather took over. “That wasn’t a lie. The room you’re going to has a big screen monitor. You and all the other parents will see and hear everything that takes place. We’ve already completed one shoot with the younger models. Everything went off without a hitch and all four children have a contract.”

      “I don’t care what’s happened to others. I want to be in the same room with Janie.”

      Bella spoke in a soft tone. “We’re on a tight schedule, Mrs. Polk.”

      “It’s Ms. Polk or Veronica.”

      “Of course, Ms. Polk. It’s in Janie’s best interest if you go with Ms. McBlythe to the observation room. She’s an attorney and can explain things in the contract that you might not understand.”

      “Are you calling me stupid?”

      Janie put a hand on her mother’s clenched fist. “Mom, please? This is a wonderful opportunity. Think of the money. Please go with them and try not to worry. These are all my classmates. I see them every day at school.”

      Veronica Polk pointed at Briann. “You don’t see her at school every day. She can’t be more than ten or eleven years old.”

      Briann sidestepped the question and answered with confidence. “I was in the first group. I can’t believe how much they’re paying to take pictures of me wearing cool clothes. Did you know Janie will take all the outfits home with her today?”

      “Of course, I know.”

      Heather ignored the comment and made introductions. “Briann, this is Luke, LaShawn, and Janie.” Her gaze moved to the three teens. “We had to hold Briann over from the first shoot with the twelve-year-olds. Some of her blouses need a slight alteration.”

      “Yeah,” said Briann. “They were expecting a girl with something up top, not one that looked like an ironing board.”

      A snicker came from both young men. Janie Polk didn’t react. Even with the worry lines creasing her forehead, the young woman lived up to her billing of being exceptionally beautiful.

      Heather redirected her gaze to the other students. “Bella is going to check on the set up for the photo shoot. It will take a while, so talk among yourselves. Since she’s been through the process once, Briann can answer questions.”

      She turned her gaze to the parents and said, “Parents, if you will follow me, I will get you settled in the viewing room and answer any questions you may have about the contracts.”

      Janie gave her mother a big smile and motioned for her to join the others. Between Heather’s command, Briann tempting Veronica with clothes and a lucrative job, and Janie’s comforting words, the reluctant mother joined the other parents.

      Heather huffed a sigh of relief. She’d known helicopter parents before, but Veronica Polk was in a league of her own.

      After giving Briann what she hoped was sufficient time to loosen up the trio of prospective models, Heather returned to her office. “They’re ready for you now. Please follow me.” She led the teens and Briann past the room where Jack, Detective Loretta Blake and Steve would watch the shoots through one-way glass and listen to the audio that was piped into the soundproof room.

      Heather preceded the group into the room and handed each of the young adults a clipboard that held a questionnaire similar to what the younger models received. The form for the older teens had extra questions about future plans, accomplishments in high school, and a few more personal subjects.

      Once left alone, the three older ones worked through the questions. Near the end of the assignment, Luke Paulson asked, “Why do they want to know who I dated?”

      Heather was in the observation room in plenty of time to see both LaShawn and Janie shrug. Briann offered an explanation of sorts. “I wondered the same thing. It was easy for me, because I don’t date yet.”

      La Shawn pointed to Janie. “She’s had guys chasing her since the sixth grade.”

      “Shut up, LaShawn. You’re still mad ’cause your plan for the prom didn’t work. Clay was a wreck.”

      Luke spoke in a serious tone. “That plan crashed and burned.” He shot a knowing glance at Janie. “Someone’s mom forgot to take her happy pills and didn’t let you go.”

      Janie dipped her head. “I cried until I ran out of tears.”

      Silence took over for long seconds that seemed to last minutes. “I’m not answering any question about my social life,” said Luke.

      LaShawn issued a toothy smile. “That’s because you don’t have one.”

      Briann jumped in. “If you don’t fill it out completely you can’t do the shoot and you won’t get paid.” She paused. “Just make something up if you don’t want to tell the truth. They probably won’t check.”

      Janie chimed in. “I’m not missing out on the money or the chance this might lead to.”

      Heather leaned into Jack. “She might be right. Janie’s gorgeous. Bella hit the jackpot with her.”

      “Umm,” said Jack as he stared. He then whispered, “Somewhere between beautiful and drop-dead gorgeous.”

      This earned him an elbow in the ribs.

      Briann shot a glance at each of the high schoolers. “I heard a guy named Clay killed a girl. Is that the Clay you were talking about?”

      “Yeah, that’s him,” said Luke. “And for your information, Clay wouldn’t kill anyone, let alone April. Clay and I are tight. He’s not wired that way.”

      “No way he could hurt April,” said Janie in agreement.

      Heather thought she detected too much emotion in Janie’s response. Was that a wink she gave LaShawn?

      LaShawn’s gaze shifted to the mirror on the wall and then back to Janie. “I heard April started dating an ex-con.” He shifted his gaze to Janie. “Didn’t she take up with that guy who always hits on high school girls at the Melody Barn?”

      Janie added, “Clay being in jail proves my mom was right. I’m glad we broke up a long time ago.”

      Instead of letting the conversation play out, Briann asked, “Why did your mom make you break up with him?”

      All three of the older students seemed to wake up at the same time. Janie tilted her head. “You sure are inquisitive.”

      “Yeah,” said LaShawn. “Too nosy. Do you think you’re some sort of Nancy Drew or something?”

      Steve spoke for the first time. “Get her out of there, Heather.”

      She was already on her feet, heading to the door. Within seconds, she was looking at Jack’s daughter. “Briann, they’re ready for you to try on your blouses. Come with me, please.”

      Heather brought Briann back into the observation room. Jack gave her a weak smile. “You did great.”

      “No, I didn’t,” said Briann. “I pushed too hard. They were talking, and I blew it.”

      Steve took over. “I picked up on several outright lies or attempts at deception.”

      “Like what?” asked Briann.

      Steve ran a hand across his chin. “Your father will get a copy of these tapes. I want you to study them. Begin with this question: Why didn’t Luke want to divulge who he dated in high school?”

      Briann’s eyes opened wide and groaned. “I shoulda’ caught that. What else did I miss?”

      Steve then added, “Watch the tape as many times as it takes until you can answer that question.”

      “I noticed something,” said Detective Blake. “Rusty Brigs is moving up in my book of suspects.”

      Heather realized what Steve had done. By including the detective, she’d heard something that would prompt her to keep the case file open. Luke’s reaction to the personal questions caused Heather to wonder if Luke had a relationship with April that he was hiding.

      Jack put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “You did very well today. I’m proud of you.”

      As expected, Briann let out a huff through her nose, showing she didn’t agree with his assessment. He countered her reaction with a question. “Do you want to stick around and see if Bella can get any more out of these three?”

      She shrugged half-heartedly. “You’ll get a video, right?”

      Heather answered for him. “I’ll email the video to your dad, Steve, and Detective Blake.”

      Steve jumped into the conversation. “Why don’t you and your dad go over the interviews tomorrow? I’ll come by his office Monday after school and you can tell me what you found.”

      “I’d like that,” said Briann.

      Jack’s bobbing head preceded his words. “I would, too.” He smiled and said, “I believe this young lady has earned herself a nice lunch.”

      Steve grumbled. “You’re going out for a meal and Heather’s having sub sandwiches delivered.”

      “The lady thinks the man doth protest too much,” said Heather.

      “Nice play off Shakespeare,” said Briann.

      “Thanks.”

      Bella opened the door in time to hear the lunch conversation. She cast her gaze to Briann. “If you’re not staying for lunch, I’ll get your clothes. I hope you like them.”

      Briann smiled. “They’re great, and so are you. Thanks for the modeling gig. It was a lot more fun than I thought it would be.”
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      Heather escorted father and daughter to the elevator. As she bid them goodbye, she hoped by including Briann today a brick or two had loosened in the wall that divided them. It had been a good day of info-gathering and it wasn’t over yet. Bella’s interview Luke, LaShawn and Janie prior to and during the photo shoots might reveal another nugget or two.

      Finally, Rusty was coming later in the afternoon. That could be fun.

      Heather returned to Steve and Detective Blake. Bella had already found her way back to the interview room and stood facing Steve. He spoke in a calm, reassuring voice. “Remember, don’t press too hard like Briann did. Silence can be your best friend when interviewing. Ask a leading question and wait for an answer. If you get something flippant, react with facial expressions and body language, but not words. It will make them uncomfortable, and people usually expound on their answers if you give them time.”

      Bella puffed out her cheeks and released a huff of air. “What else?”

      “Spend more time with LaShawn Moody. We have a pretty good read on Luke and Janie, but LaShawn’s deflecting. Keep showing that you know he’s not forthcoming with his answers. Use gestures, silence, and if you must, come down on him hard with words.”

      “Like what?”

      “Tell him part of his interview includes role play. The job requires him to communicate effectively with the public. Challenge him to tell a story. Make it relevant to the case.”

      Bella shot Heather a look that communicated she might be in over her head.

      Heather threw her a lifeline. “Tell LaShawn that he’s an ambassador for the sportswear company. He’ll be required to brag about the company’s products with all types of people everywhere he goes. Ask him to demonstrate how he would talk to Luke about the clothes he’s wearing.”

      “I like that,” said Steve.

      Heather kept talking. “After he does that, tell him to pretend he’s talking to Clay. We need to see how he reacts.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      Steve reached out his hand for Bella to take. She did, and he gave it a firm squeeze. “Pretend it’s a game. Something like hide and seek, except you’re searching for information.”

      “I can do that. Adam and I love to play board games with friends.”

      Steve released her hand. “Did someone mention sandwiches are coming?”

      “Work comes first,” said Heather. “Let’s start with LaShawn.”

      The door clicked shut behind Bella, leaving Heather, Steve, and Detective Blake in the observation room. Loretta was the first to speak. “This is a wonderful refresher on interviewing techniques, but it hasn’t changed my mind about Clay’s guilt. I wish it wasn’t him, but all the evidence points toward him.”

      “True,” said Steve. “But we’re still gathering evidence. In the meantime, I’m looking for a motive.”

      Bella led the way as she and LaShawn entered the room for the photo shoot. He was a handsome young man who looked like a model with close-cropped, curly black hair and chiseled facial features. Stunning green eyes competed with a dazzling, somewhat crooked smile.

      Heather noted his lean build and erect posture. It was easy to imagine him as a professional model.

      Bella pointed to a chair in front of the cameras and asked him to take a seat. She pulled up a chair and sat at a slight angle in front of him. The placement of her chair allowed the cameras to capture him and gave the occupants of the viewing room an unobstructed view.

      Bella leaned back in her chair and lolled her left leg over the right. She began the interview by saying: “I understand you’ve never done modeling before.”

      “That’s right.”

      “I love to work with new models. The first thing I need you to do is relax. The camera will capture any hint of nervousness.” She uncrossed her legs. “Sit like I’m sitting and place your hands on your thighs.”

      He did as she instructed.

      “Now close your eyes, take in a full breath, and hold it.”

      He followed her lead as she said, “Now release it slowly.”

      After four more cleansing breaths, she said, “Start with the top of your head and release any tension in your scalp. We’re going to work our way all the down to the soles of your feet.”

      Bella named body parts from forehead to feet. Shoulders showed the most significant difference as LaShawn allowed them to drop.

      “Keep your eyes closed and tell me about the most peaceful place you’ve ever been to.”

      It took LaShawn a few seconds to answer. “I’m alone by a mountain stream in Colorado. The only thing I can hear is water rippling over rocks.”

      “Very good,” said Bella. “When you open your eyes, you’ll continue to hear the water. You’ll see the cameras, but they’ll be like the trees by the stream, a part of the landscape.”

      “This is nice,” said LaShawn.

      Steve was the first in the viewing room to make a comment. “Now that he trusts her, she can begin her questions.”

      Loretta asked, “Did you teach her that trick?”

      “I found a variation of that technique works well with teens, especially with those who are trying to hide something.”

      “She’s off to a good start,” said Heather as she and Detective Blake stood shoulder to shoulder, looking through the one-way mirror. “Let’s see if Bella can get LaShawn to talk about himself.”

      Right on cue, Bella asked, “Do you really want to model sportswear?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. The money seems good. The work may take up a lot of time, but I have plenty of that.”

      Bella consulted the questionnaire he’d completed. “One thing I insist on is absolute honesty from my models.”

      “What do you mean? I was honest.”

      Bella held up the three-page document. “You’re a very handsome young man. Do you expect me to believe you’ve never dated?”

      “We three decided that question wasn’t relative to us being models.”

      Steve spoke up. “He’s shifting the blame again. Let’s see if Bella remembers how to respond.”

      Instead of speaking, Bella remained quiet but continued to hold up the questionnaire.

      “Let’s make a deal,” said LaShawn as he held up his hands in a pretend surrender. “Tell me why it’s important and I’ll tell you about my love life.”

      Bella didn’t drop the stapled pages or say a word.

      LaShawn issued a smile that was more crooked than his normal one. “I have nothing to be ashamed of. I’ve dated plenty of girls. Now it’s your turn to tell me why it’s important.”

      “I’ll need names if you want to work for me, but I’m willing to compromise. First names only. Make a complete list and when you dated them. I’ll tell you why it’s important at the end of our interview.”

      Heather whispered, “I hope she didn’t paint herself into a corner.”

      Steve’s chin lifted. “She didn’t. We did a lot of role play.”

      Heather kept her gaze on Bella and LaShawn as he asked, “How far back do you want me to go?”

      “High school only.”

      It didn’t take as long as Heather thought it would for LaShawn to complete the list and hand the clipboard back to her. She ran a finger down the list, lifted her gaze to him, and kept it there.

      “That’s all. I swear.” LaShawn crossed his arms. “I go for quality.”

      Bella dragged her finger down the page until it rested on a name. “Is that why you dated this girl named April when you were a sophomore? That’s pretty young to date. I’m not sure I would describe girls that age as ‘quality’.”

      Steve’s whisper wasn’t as soft this time. “Good job, Bella.”

      Heather shifted her gaze back to the interview room and LaShawn as he uncrossed his arms. “April was a great girl, lots of fun to be around. You know how sophomore romances go. Here today, gone tomorrow.”

      “If she was so great, why did you break up? Was there someone else for one of you?”

      “We moved on by mutual agreement. My friend Luke was her next stop, but that was a one-sided relationship that didn’t last long. I don’t know what happened. Clay, another friend of ours, came next, but that ended, too.”

      Heather turned to Detective Blake. “Do you think he’s lying?”

      “No doubt about it, but which part?”

      “Most all of it,” said Steve.

      Bella moved on. “I understand you and Janie Polk are friends. If you like quality so much, why isn’t she on the list of girls you’ve dated?”

      “Her mom’s her gatekeeper. I didn’t qualify.”

      “Because you’re black?”

      He laughed. “Because her mother watches her like a prison guard. I never stood a chance for the same reason no one else does.” LaShawn tapped his head. “Janie’s mom is not right in the attic, if you know what I mean.”

      It came as a surprise to Heather when Steve said, “That’s enough from LaShawn. Tell Bella to get on with the shoot. Then let’s see what she can get out of Luke.”

      Heather sent Bella a text. Steve remained silent during the shoot, leaving Heather to carry on a conversation with Loretta. The session ended and the young men traded places.

      Luke had changed his mind about withholding personal information and filled out his questionnaire. Heather snuck frequent glances at Steve during the second interview. He never moved, but sat with hands folded into something that looked like a church with its steeple resting on his lips.

      Someone who didn’t know Steve the way Heather did would think he’d lost interest. She’d bet a good sum that he heard something important and was putting it through a test of sorts. Perhaps Luke said something earlier that he was processing. It might be a stray word that LaShawn had uttered. Whatever it was, he went to a deep place to consider it.

      Heather was so lost in her own thoughts that she didn’t notice when Bella finished asking Luke questions and came through the door of the viewing room. “I’ve run out of things to ask him.”

      Steve came to life. “Do the shoot and move on to Janie.”

      Heather followed Bella into the hallway as the newlywed asked, “Is Steve all right?”

      The flick of Heather’s hand preceded her words. “He must have heard something important and needs time to put it in the right cubbyhole.”

      “How does he do that? I didn’t hear a thing.”

      Heather shook her head. “Beats me, but there are people in prison who wish he wasn’t so good at what he does.”

      “It’s such a rush to think someone we’re talking to could be the killer.”

      Heather ignored the comment, bringing Bella back to the task at hand. “We’re running a little behind. Steve will growl if he doesn’t get a sandwich soon.”

      Bella released one of her trademark giggles. “I’ll fetch Janie. She’s so beautiful, her shoot won’t take long.”

      It came as a surprise when Steve joined them in the hallway. “Bella, we’re running late. Cut out the questions for Janie and go straight to the photo shoot. I don’t want any of the high schoolers or their parents here when Rusty arrives.”
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      Submarine sandwiches weren’t Heather’s favorite meal, so she took off the top half of the bun and ate half a sandwich open-faced. Steve ate all of his plus her other half, along with potato chips and a cookie. After he finished the meal, he was in a more talkative mood.

      With Bella sitting next to him at the conference table in their office, Steve leaned her way. “How have the photo shoots turned out so far?”

      “LaShawn and Janie are the standouts. Both could make a career out of modeling if they wanted.”

      “Too bad Clay’s in jail. I understand he’s a handsome young man.”

      Bella shook her head even though Steve couldn’t see her. “Heather showed me photos of him in the school yearbook. He’s one of those guys who looks better in person. His eyelids droop too much.”

      “One more potential model and we’re through for the day,” said Steve. “Based on what we’ve told you, what’s your opinion of Rusty?”

      Heather broke in, “Don’t answer. He’s setting you up.”

      Bella spoke with confidence. “Steve’s not the only person setting someone up.”

      Heather raised her eyebrows and grinned. “What are you up to?”

      “Be careful,” said Steve solemnly. “Rusty didn’t spend time in prison for singing too loud in a church choir.”

      “I know. Would it be all right if I did most of the shoot and waited until the last change to ask questions?”

      “That’s a good idea. If there’s a problem and you need to get out of there, Heather will come in.”

      “I’ll be right there with her,” said Detective Blake. “Rusty’s been a boil on the backside of this county for a long time.”

      Bella burst out in a laugh. “That’s quite a visual. I hope I don’t think about it while I’m talking to him.”

      Lunch came to an abrupt end when Heather’s PA came in and announced Rusty was waiting to change into his first outfit.

      Bella faced the photographers, two wardrobe workers, and the hair and makeup artist. “Let’s make the last shoot of the day the best so you can get back to Houston.”

      The workers didn’t need to be told twice. Heather, Steve, and Loretta were soon in the observation room as Bella instructed Rusty on how to pose.

      “He’s stiff as a flagpole,” said Heather. “What a dirtbag. He keeps coming on to her, but Bella’s ignoring everything he’s saying.”

      “I can hear,” said Steve. “She’s doing what I told her.”

      Bella and the photographer finished the first shoot, and the male wardrobe worker led Rusty to change into his second outfit. It didn’t take long for the ex-con-turned-model to ditch a manly outfit of cargo pants, work boots, and a hooded sweatshirt. He returned wearing straight-leg trousers, deck shoes, and a collared shirt with the tail worn out.

      Rusty reminded Heather of a snake slithering as he walked across the room and stopped beside Bella. If he got any closer, she was going in. “That’s a nice ring on your finger, but I don’t think it means I can’t take you for a spin around a dance floor. There’s no harm in that. I know a nice place not far from here.”

      Bella’s response was quick. “Focus on what you’re being paid for.”

      Rusty gave her a lecherous smile. “If you’d rather take a ride in the country, we don’t have to go dancing. I’m open to just about anything. What about you?”

      “Look to your right and don’t smile.”

      Loretta stood by Heather and said, “I’d like to take him for a ride… straight to county jail.”

      The camera clicked and Rusty continued his suggestive banter until the photographer said, “That’s plenty. Let’s get him into his last outfit.”

      When Rusty returned, he wasn’t smiling.

      Heather covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. Loretta said, “He looks like an Easter egg.”

      Bella had chosen a special outfit for him—an Easter-bunny pink jogging suit with white high-top tennis shoes. He carried a pink baseball cap in his right hand with the company logo embroidered across the front.

      “I ain’t wearing this stupid hat.”

      Bella said, “The contract you signed calls for you to wear whatever we tell you to.”

      “I don’t care. You’re nothing but a tease. I should have known better when you called me and said you were looking for a real man to model.” His eyes narrowed into thin slits. “I’m not having my picture taken wearing pink.”

      Bella tented her hands on her hips. “For your information, that outfit represents breast cancer awareness. There’s an entire advertising campaign designed around it. If you don’t pose in it, you’ll not only forfeit your salary, but you’ll go to court for the cost of the outfits and our time.”

      “I make plenty of money. I don’t need this. If you think the threat of a petty civil case means anything to me, you’re wrong. The only reason I agreed to come today was because I could tell you were looking for a good time.”

      “Would you like to talk to one of our attorneys?”

      “You’re bluffin’.”

      Bella responded with silence.

      Steve spoke, but only Heather and Loretta could hear him. “Say nothing, Bella. Let silence work for you.”

      The seconds ticked by as the impasse stretched on and on. Rusty was the first to bend. His crooked smile returned. “Perhaps we could compromise.”

      Bella tilted her head. “What do you have in mind?”

      “You can take my picture in this if you agree to go dancing with me.”

      Bella hesitated. “You didn’t fully fill out the questionnaire. You’ll also agree to answer questions we ask. The answers must be true and there’s nothing off limits. Do that, and I’ll dance with you.”

      “Where’s that form?”

      Heather said, “No, Bella.”

      “Tell him he has a deal,” said Steve.

      “What?” demanded Heather.

      “Trust me.”

      Heather’s gaze shifted back into the room as Bella extended her hand. “It’s a deal. You agree to answer questions and complete the photo shoot, and I’ll dance with you.”

      The two shook hands. Bella jerked hers away.

      Bella stood behind the camera and directed the shoot. “I’m going for something whimsical. Stand in front of the green screen like you did before, and we’ll be able to put various backgrounds in the pictures. Put the baseball cap on sideways and mount the tricycle we brought.”

      “No way.”

      Bella pouted. “I thought you wanted to dance with me. I was looking forward to seeing your moves.”

      The shoot progressed when Rusty mounted the undersized prop. Heather asked Steve, “What kind of backgrounds will she put in the photos?”

      Steve’s smile threatened to stretch his face. “Prison cells and scenes of Texas prison farms. She has no intention of using him as a model. This is her insurance policy against him coming after her.”

      “Sweet!” said Loretta. “He’d be the darling of the cell block if other inmates got hold of them.”

      Further discussion ceased as Bella announced, “That’s a wrap. Now it’s time for you to answer some questions.”

      “Not until I put on real clothes.”

      “Go ahead. I’ll be right here.”

      It didn’t take long for Rusty to get back into jeans, a black T-shirt with a country-western singer’s face on the front, and boots. He covered the shirt with an unbuttoned denim shirt.

      Bella looked up from the chair she’d set a safe distance away from its mate. Rusty flopped down in the identical chair and extended his legs in front of him. “Let’s make this quick. I want to give you plenty of time to get ready for our date. It’s going to be a night you’ll never forget.”

      Bella took out the contract. “I see you’ve signed this. Did you read and understand it?”

      “Yeah. I read it.”

      “Good. Let’s go over a couple of items. You admit to only one arrest, but you didn’t say what it was for.”

      “Put down whatever you want. It was a long time ago.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Rusty took his time answering. Steve said, “Here comes a lie.”

      “Hot checks. Put that down, even though it was the bank’s fault. They lost a deposit I made.”

      Bella then asked, “You work as a heavy equipment operator?”

      “Yeah. You saw me. I can operate anything you can name.”

      The interview progressed, with Bella verifying that Rusty was working in the general area where they found April’s body. She then shifted to ask questions related to the victim.

      “Ms. McBlythe told me they found a girl’s body at the construction site. That must have been awful. Was it you that found her?”

      “Nah. I wasn’t operating the digger that day.”

      “Did you know the girl? Was she someone local?”

      “Yeah, she was local. Her name was April Brewer, but I didn’t know her. Not really.”

      Heather, Steve, and Loretta all came to attention like well-trained bird dogs. Steve said, “Bingo.”

      From the other side of the glass, Bella asked, “What do you mean not really?”

      Rusty shrugged. “She liked to dance. There’s a dance hall I go to. Quite a few high school kids go there. The place has good burgers and the bands are decent.”

      Loretta shook her head. “It looks like I’ll be going home very late tonight. I have all I need to detain him for further questioning.”

      Steve held up a hand. “Let’s see if Bella can get anything else out of him.”

      Heather’s gaze shifted back to Bella as she asked, “So you whirled April Brewer around the floor from time to time. Did you also leave the club with her and show her a good time like you want to show me?”

      “Are you kidding? I’m not into girls.” His gaze swept over her like he was picking out produce. “You’re more my type.”

      “I heard she was eighteen.”

      Rusty rubbed his chin. “What are you up to? This has nothing to do with modeling clothes. I think it’s time for you and me to take a ride.”

      “Wait. We have a deal and I want to fulfill my part.” Bella pulled her phone from a back pocket and soon had an up-tempo song playing. She stood a suitable distance away from him and gave a halfhearted attempt to sway from side to side. She looked at him. “Aren’t you going to dance? It was your idea.”

      “Hilarious. That’s not the dancing we’re gonna’ do.” He reached into the waistband of his jeans and pulled out a black semi-automatic pistol. “You and me are leaving right now.”

      Detective Blake burst out of the observation room with pistol in hand. Heather followed with her pink-handled .9 mm pointed toward the floor. Come what may, Rusty wasn’t leaving the building with Bella.

      Heather and Loretta stopped outside the door. Heather asked, “How do you want to handle this?”

      To her surprise, Steve stood behind her. “Don’t shoot him. I had Bella go into the room where he changed clothes and unload his pistol.”

      Heather wanted to slap him, then hug him. He’d thought ahead but once again hadn’t included her in his plan. Both she and Loretta let out a huff of relief. Not only had Steve taken precautions to protect Bella from a dangerous man, but he gave the police a viable suspect other than Clay. Jack would be thrilled.

      A crash from inside the room brought Heather back from her musings. The two women entered and found Rusty doubled over in pain. Bella looked satisfied with herself. “All it takes is one good kick where it hurts and guys fold like a cheap lawn chair.” She pointed to Rusty’s empty pistol on the floor.

      Detective Blake pocketed the empty weapon, then flipped the writhing man onto his stomach. After snapping handcuffs on him, she escorted him out the door.

      After Heather’s pulse slowed, her anger came alive. Steve had planned and executed the most dangerous part of the plan without telling her how it would play out. By the time they were back in their office, she had her speech all ready to deliver.

      Before she could open her mouth, Steve’s phone came to life. The mechanical voice said the call was from the fire department.

      “I’d better get this.”

      “Mr. Steve Smiley?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is Lieutenant Roberts with the fire department. We’re at your condo. There’s been a fire. The damage is significant.”

      “Max!” shouted Heather.

      “Bucky Franklin,” said Steve.
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      Heather burst out the front door of her office building, barely aware that Steve and Bella were in her shadow. They piled into her Mercedes SUV with Steve in the back seat. Tires squealed as Heather took the turn out of the parking lot and headed for I-45.

      Traffic kept her from achieving more than fifty miles an hour, regardless of how much she weaved in and out of honking cars. They were halfway to their condos in Spring, a city located a mere ten minutes south of The Woodlands, when the revelation hit her. She raised her voice so it would reach the back seat. “Why did you say Bucky Franklin’s name?”

      Steve cleared his throat. “I think he torched my condo.”

      Heather gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Surely he wouldn’t go to such lengths because of some digital books? Are you positive he did it?”

      “Not yet.”

      Heather drove another mile before speaking again. “You’re too quiet. There’s more to this story. What did you do to him?”

      He cleared his throat again. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      Heather had a bad feeling about what was going on. Steve was being deceptive, and her beloved cat might be dead or seriously injured. This was no time for verbal jousting.

      “Mr. Smiley,” said Heather in her best lawyer voice. “You’re not being forthcoming, and I don’t appreciate it.”

      He heaved a sigh. “Answer two questions, and I’ll tell you the whole truth and nothing but the truth. When was the last time you spoke with Constance Banks, and what did you discuss?”

      Heather glanced in her rearview mirror, then brought her attention back to the road. “She called me last week and asked if I wanted to delay proceedings against Bucky Franklin. I told her to proceed.”

      “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      “Why we’re rushing to a fire at my condo.”

      She wasn’t going to let him get by with such an incomplete answer. “Keep talking.”

      “While he was assaulting me, I led him to believe I’d drop the civil action against him.”

      This wasn’t what Heather expected. She tried to keep panic and anger out of her voice. Anger won out as she spoke through gritted teeth. “When, where, and how did he assault you?”

      Steve sounded calm. “The day after he was served with papers for copyright infringement. Bucky pretended to be a delivery driver. I made the mistake of opening the door for him. Once inside, he showed me how vulnerable I am and gave me a taste of what he’s capable of. After a brief conversation, he dumped semi-hot coffee on my head. After that, he grabbed my right wrist and shoved it up my back farther than it’s meant to go at my age. I haven’t touched that spot between my shoulder blades since I was in the tenth grade.”

      Bella turned in her seat to look at him, her blue eyes filled with alarm. “Why isn’t he in jail?”

      “He will be, in due time. Leo’s working on it.”

      Heather was ready to explode, but first she needed the full story. Once again, she pretended this was a courtroom and not a luxury car. “To follow up on Bella’s question, why the delay? You could, and should, have filed charges against him that day.”

      “He said he had two cops ready to give him an alibi. I was in no position to argue. Besides, I needed to get more on him than a simple assault and a civil case.”

      Another revelation hit Heather. “That’s why your face looked like you’d stayed in the sun and wind too long.”

      “Yeah. I’m glad he didn’t come earlier when the coffee was scalding hot.”

      Heather thought he’d finished his confession, but she was wrong. “I had him bluffed. It would have worked if you hadn’t talked with Constance and told her to proceed.”

      His last statement popped the cork on her emotions. “No, you don’t, Mr. Smiley. You’re not putting the blame for this on me. Part of being a business partner is not keeping secrets from each other. This assault happened while we’ve been working a case. It’s not like you haven’t seen me lately. You should have kept me informed.”

      Steve shifted in his seat. “You’re right, but we both keep secrets from each other. It’s the way we’re hard-wired, or haven’t you noticed?”

      Deep down, Heather knew he spoke the truth, but she wouldn’t give up without a fight. “What secret am I keeping from you?”

      “How about the duplexes you’re planning to build on Lake Conroe? One of which concerns me. If you hadn’t let it slip, I still wouldn’t know about that.”

      “That’s different. I was planning to surprise you with it.”

      Steve spoke in what she took to be a condescending tone. “You have more to say. Go ahead and get it all out.”

      “You didn’t tell me you snuck into Rusty’s dressing room and unloaded his pistol.”

      Bella spoke up. “Uh… that was me who took out the bullets. Steve just told me to check to see if he had a weapon.”

      The steam in Heather’s emotional teapot had reached full boil and was screaming to be released. Her words came out clipped when she said, “You involved Bella, but didn’t bother telling me?”

      Instead of coming back at her with another argument, Steve chuckled. “It looks like everyone kept something to themselves. Unloading the pistol was a nice touch, Bella. Everyone’s safe, Rusty’s in jail for attempted kidnapping, and Clay may not have a bond hearing on Monday morning.”

      With some of the tension between the two detectives ebbing away, Bella asked, “Why not?”

      Steve explained, “Rusty is on tape admitting to working in the same area as Clay. He had just as much opportunity to kill April and bury her body under the drainage pipe. We got lucky when he admitted to knowing April and dancing with her at a club. Until we see the forensic results, I’d say he and Clay are equal on evidence, with the exception of Clay’s letter jacket. It wouldn’t surprise me if Clay was back at work by Monday or Tuesday.”

      Heather’s thoughts were fixed on the murder suspects when Steve said, “You’re coming up on our exit. If you miss it, you’ll be madder at yourself than you are with me.”

      Her anger and frustration slowly subsided, like a boiling kettle with the heat turned off. “We’ll delay this conversation but it’s not over.”

      Two fire trucks with lights ablaze stood in front of their condos with hoses snaked across the parking lot. Ladders reached to the roof where firefighters stood. She pulled into an empty parking space when an officer stopped her forward progress. Steve leaned forward. “Check on Max. I’d only be in the way.”

      Bella stayed with Steve as Heather quick-walked to the condos they’d called home for several years. Steve’s condo had a hole cut in the roof. Her side did not. This told her that his side of the duplex received the bulk of the damage.

      Heather had attended enough fires when she was a cop in Boston to understand the hole was there to vent smoke. Fans sat in the doorways of both dwellings.

      She approached a man wearing a white fireman’s hat. “The condo on the left is mine,” she said, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. “My cat was inside. Is he all right?”

      The man replied to something on his radio and turned his attention to her. “Was that a cat? The first crew to arrive didn’t know what it was because of its size. He’s probably all right, but when they kicked in your front door, he shot out so fast nobody could get a hand on him.”

      “Where did he go?”

      The man pointed to a wooded area a hundred yards away. “That direction.”

      Heather almost ran into Bella, who said, “I put Steve on a bench near the trees.” They turned at the same time. Bella took loping strides with her long legs. Heather was glad she’d worn sensible shoes with her slacks and blazer but wished she’d worn running shoes instead. Both hollered for Max when they got to within fifty yards of the trees.

      “Let’s split up,” said Heather. “Go left, and I’ll look to our right. He should answer us if he’s not hurt or too afraid.”

      Heather slowed her pace to a fast walk when she came under a canopy of pines and oaks. She called out to Max repeatedly, hoping he’d make his presence known. A glance over her shoulder revealed Steve approaching with his white cane leading the way. He, too, was calling out for Max, but he tried a different tactic. He moved to a spot barely within the tree canopy and sat down. Now and then, he’d holler Max’s name, then wait and listen.

      It only took a few minutes before she heard Steve shout, “Over here!”

      Heather was out of breath after sprinting to where Steve sat. “Where is he?”

      Steve pointed skyward. “Up high. It’s a good thing the fire department is already here with ladders. You may have to climb up to get him. I don’t think he’s happy about being in a house fire.”

      Bella arrived and Steve had an assignment for her. “Go tell the firefighters we found Max and we’re going to need a very long ladder.”

      Bella jogged back to the firetrucks, leaving Steve with Heather. He spoke while resting his hands on his cane. “If he ran all that distance and climbed as high as he sounds, old Max may have lost one or two of his nine lives due to fright. Otherwise, I’m sure he’s unharmed.”

      “I’ll feel better when he’s on the ground.”

      She glanced back toward their condos. “We need to find somewhere to stay for quite a while. Our places aren’t habitable.”

      Steve spoke in a tone that sounded like the loss of their homes didn’t faze him in the least. “I called your PA when you were talking to the firefighters. She’s looking for a furnished rental we can get into tonight. I told her to make it big enough for us three and Adam. He’ll be here tomorrow.”

      “You called him, too?”

      “Of course not. Didn’t you see Bella text him on the ride from your office? She told me when you rushed to talk to the firefighters about Max.”

      Heather stared at her partner. Steve was always one step ahead of her. His composure in tense situations was both impressive and infuriating. Her anger had blocked out Bella’s presence in the car with them. She longed to be more like him in stressful situations, but with her hot-headed Scot personality, she wasn't sure if it was attainable.

      Her kettle was starting to boil again. She wasted a perfectly good glare on her blind business partner and asked, “Who else have you talked to while I was chasing my cat?”

      The answer came in the same matter-of-fact tone. “Only Leo.” Steve issued a chuckle. “He’s quite amusing when he goes into one of his screaming fits. You should hear him cuss in Spanish. It rolls off his tongue so fast I can’t understand him. Bucky made a powerful enemy. There’s no telling what will happen to him by the time Leo and Constance Banks are through.”

      “Did you call her, too?”

      Steve switched to his questioning voice. “Why would I do that? It’s Saturday, and most attorneys don’t like phone calls on their days off. Besides, you’re responsible for the litigation side of dealing with Bucky.”

      The revelations were coming so fast Heather wasn’t sure she could keep up. Steve didn’t help when he kept talking. “I told Leo he’d need to explain everything to the local police and the fire captain. We can come back tomorrow and give formal statements. No use in us hanging around here since this is now a crime scene.”

      Heather wanted to gain a victory of some sort to counter his barrage of information. “I have a better idea. Why don’t I depose you tonight and email the police your confession of keeping information from me?”

      Steve shrugged. “That’s a good idea. We won’t have to come back.”

      Max let out a screeching howl from far above them. Heather kept her gaze on the black fur while she asked, “Anything else you did without consulting me?”

      “Only one more. I had tiny video cameras installed inside and outside my condo after Bucky attacked me. Leo has access to the recordings. He’ll give them to the police and arson investigators. Others will take care of Bucky. I should be able to devote myself full-time to solving the murder starting tomorrow morning.” He pointed upward. “That’s assuming you can get Max down from that tree.”

      Heather turned her gaze to him. “I’m surprised you haven’t solved the murder by now.” She paused. “Or have you?”

      “Almost. We still need the forensic report from the secondary crime scene where Clay discovered April. Then we have to find the primary crime scene, find the vehicle the killer transferred the body in, discover motives, and fill in some gaps in background information on all the suspects.”

      He gave his head a nod. “That should keep us busy a while longer.”

      Heather gave a huff and walked away. “I’m leaving you here. I need to get my cat.”
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      Heather pulled her car into a parking space at a store that carried everything she, Steve, and Bella would need to make it through a couple of nights. She announced, “This shouldn’t take long. We’ll all need sleepwear and two or three outfits. Bella and I need makeup. Steve, don’t forget all your bathroom supplies. You’re starting over from scratch.”

      “I’d rather shop at a second-hand store for clothes,” said Steve. “They’re more comfortable. Besides, I don’t answer to the fashion police.”

      Heather shot back. “You’re still on my Christmas naughty list. You’ll wear what Bella and I pick out for you.”

      He responded with a tongue-in-cheek response. “Isn’t there a perfectly good pink jogging suit in your office? I could wear it for a couple of days.”

      “The wardrobe people took it back to Houston,” said Bella. “I can get one for you. It could be a conversation starter for supporting breast cancer awareness.”

      Heather grumbled instead of offering a response. She unfastened her seat belt.

      Steve’s door opened, but he didn’t get out. “Your cat smells like a chimney.”

      “Be nice to Max. He’s had a hard day.”

      “He’s not the only one. You know I hate to shop, especially in a full-price store. Let’s get this over with. I’ve overworked my brain, and I’d like an early bedtime.” He took a quick breath. “After supper, of course.”

      Heather looked in the back seat. Max raised his head and hissed.

      “I know, my sweet boy. You’ve had the worst day of all. Mommy will get you several cans of tuna, your favorite cat food, a new bed, the kitty treats you like so much, a scratch box, and a brand-new litter box. I’ll order some toys from the online catalog tonight.”

      “You won’t order anything unless we stop by your office,” said Steve. “That’s where we left our laptops.”

      Heather hated to admit he was right again. They’d fled the building in such a rush, she’d left everything behind but her pistol and car keys. She didn’t even take her purse. She groaned. “Does anyone have a credit card or cash on them?”

      “Not me,” said Bella. “My purse is at your office.”

      “I don’t leave home without it,” said Steve with too much swagger in his voice for her taste.

      He topped off his comment with, “I was wondering when you’d realize your purse is in the bottom right drawer of your desk.”

      She’d heard enough. “Congratulations, Mr. Smiley. You get the privilege of paying for this outing. Since you hate shopping so much, stay here with Max.” She gave Bella a stare that didn’t invite comments and took Steve’s credit card as he handed it between the seats. “Let’s go. We’ll leave the men here to talk about manly things.”

      Heather was still mad enough to spit. She tried to take the first shopping cart out of a long line, but it was wedged tight. She jerked two more times. Three carts shot out, bonded together like someone had welded them.

      Bella came to her rescue by taking hold of the handle of the next cart in line. It slid from the line with ease. They walked in silence to the area near the pharmacy. Heather tossed an assortment of personal items into the cart, barely taking time to look at what she was buying. Bella came along behind her, adding her own items to the growing pile.

      Next, they went to the clothing section. It didn’t take Bella long to pick out three complete sets of pants and shirts for Steve. Then came sleep shorts, socks, underwear, two pairs of shoes, a jacket, a belt, and a knit cap.

      After putting her haul into the basket, she turned to look at Heather. “I know it’s been a hard day for everyone, but why are you so mad at Steve?”

      Heather closed her eyes for several seconds. It wasn’t the first time she’d been angry with him and she couldn’t promise it would be the last. She searched for an answer that didn’t sound petty and couldn’t come up with anything. A response occurred to her but she didn’t like it.

      “You asked an excellent question and I wish I had a better answer.”

      “Does it have to do with the fact that you like being in charge?”

      “Yes.”

      “And is it because you’re very competitive?”

      Heather nodded. “Keep going. You’re two for two.”

      “And it bothers you because he can think of a hundred things at once and keep them all straight in his head?”

      “Not only that,” said Heather. “Sometimes he doesn’t need me at all.”

      “That’s not true and you know it. He couldn’t make it without you when you two work a case. You’re just not used to someone who can see what needs to happen before you do in murder investigations. Your strengths lie with business.”

      Heather considered the young woman’s words and found them to be true. Steve was a master at solving crimes, but he had his limitations. She could turn little stacks of money into large ones. Bella used her beauty and unshakable optimism to brighten people’s lives. Everyone had their place.

      Before she knew it, Heather wrapped her arms around Bella. “When did you become so wise?”

      Bella flashed a wide smile and joked, “It came in a flash the moment I met Adam.”

      It was such a ridiculous answer that she couldn’t help but laugh and say, “You’ve identified my problem. If I was married, all my frustrations would melt away.”

      Bella ignored Heather’s joking statement and returned to their original subject. “Steve really is amazing. He knows so much about me, and about you, too, but I know hardly anything about him other than his late wife’s name was Maggie. I don’t even know if his parents are alive or dead.”

      “They’re dead,” said Heather. “I asked him the year we started working together. He changed the subject and never spoke of them again.” She tilted her head. “I don’t even know their names.”

      Bella asked, “Do you think Steve could be an angel?”

      Heather shook her head. “He’s more like a benevolent ghost. An angel wouldn’t enjoy seeing me get so frustrated.”

      The basket was almost full, so Heather said, “This should get us by. Let’s get back to our angel ghost.”

      The talk with Bella gave Heather something to think about other than making up a speech to say to Steve to put him in his place. Like it or not, Bella was right. Steve hadn’t said or done anything worthy of her wrath except not including her in a plan to take care of Bucky Franklin. It occurred to her that Steve considered Bucky a nuisance and not a serious problem.

      Once again, Steve was right. Leo was a competent senior homicide detective with contacts, friends, and even supervisors who wouldn’t take kindly to a shady ex-cop. Bucky had stolen from Steve, assaulted him, and now, he’d probably set fire to his home. He’d gone too far and would pay a steep price. She’d done her part by hiring Constance Banks.

      Heather issued a malevolent smile as she considered possibilities of Bucky’s fate. One more phone call to Constance and Heather would wait for justice to pay a visit to Bucky.

      Bella pushed a full cart across the parking lot. Max had moved to Steve’s lap to receive strokes. The emotionally rattled cat didn’t bother to open his eyes when Heather and Bella returned. Deep, sonorous purrs showed he was on the road to recovery.

      Heather injected a touch of hope into the words she directed at Steve. “We won’t have to sleep in the car tonight. I received a text from my PA. She found us a five-bedroom home in a gated community that’s half the distance to work as our condos. The pictures she sent show a separate bedroom with an en suite bath, living area, and a kitchenette. It should be adequate for you.”

      Bella chimed in, “The backyard will make a great place for Max to play. There’s even a pet door he can use.”

      Steve answered with a grunt of approval. Heather knew he didn’t like change but would make a quick transition to his temporary home once he settled in.

      It came as a bit of a surprise when he asked, “How long can we stay before we have to move?”

      “Until we move into our duplexes on Lake Conroe. I’ll either work out a long-term rental with the owners or purchase the house.”

      “Sight unseen? You might not like it.”

      “That’s how you bought your condo.”

      Steve chuckled. “Good point.”
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      Heather checked in with the guard at the gate and gained entrance to the neighborhood. The homes had the appearance of permanence. She’d describe most of them as colonial architecture, one notch below a mini-mansion. She imagined the residents to be successful business owners, middle-aged doctors still paying off student loans, or some other type of professional.

      Her GPS told her to turn into a cul-de-sac. The curbs had the house numbers painted on them beside the driveways. Bella issued words of approval. “This is very nice. I love the triple garage. Plenty of room for storage.”

      Two vehicles stood in the driveway. The first was a Lexus coupe belonging to her personal assistant. The second was Jack’s pickup.

      Heather spoke as the garage door nearest the front door opened. Jack and Briann appeared from the cavern. Heather was out the door before he made it to her car. His face bore a wide grin. “Welcome to your new home.”

      She approached him and gave a quick hug. She then offered the same to Briann, not sure how she’d receive the gesture. Not only was the hug returned, but the girl said, “What a bummer to get your condos destroyed.”

      “It may be a blessing. You’ve been inside; what do you think of this home?”

      Briann pushed out her lips. “I’m not a big fan of the wallpaper in the bathrooms. Otherwise, it’s exactly what you need. The rooms are a nice size and there’s a lot of them. It even has a separate apartment-type area with its own small kitchen. It’s like a home inside a home.”

      Heather asked, “Wallpaper, huh? That sounds a little outdated.” She decided to test the relationship between her and Briann. “If I purchase the house, maybe you can help me bring it up to date.”

      “Ooh. That would be fun.”

      Heather breathed an inward sigh of relief. Maybe that wall between them would eventually come down.

      Jack gave a nod of approval but changed the subject. “What took you so long to get here?”

      “We stopped at a big-box store and picked up clothes and essentials.”

      “Your PA took care of that. The three of you have a week’s worth of new outfits to try on. If you bought shampoo and toothpaste, too, you’ll have enough to last a year. Briann and I stocked your pantry and refrigerator. If you need a glass of wine to help you unwind, I have bottles chilling in the fridge.”

      Max brushed by Heather’s leg as he made his way toward an open door. Apparently, his ordeal wasn’t going to keep him from exploring his new home.

      Briann spoke next. “I can show you the house. There’s really not much left for you to do.”

      Bella approached with bags of clothes in one hand as Steve held on to her free arm. He spoke as they passed. “Has anyone ordered pizza? If not, you violate rule number one of the unofficial handbook on moving. ‘Thou shalt not move into any home without pizza.’”

      Jack turned to Briann. “You’re the pizza expert. Get enough for everyone and salads.” He pulled out a credit card and handed it to her.

      As Briann took the card, she looked up at her father through long lashes. “You know, it would be easier if I had a credit card of my own.”

      “I think that may be a topic for another day.” He turned her toward the house and said, “Lead the way. I’m sure Heather and Steve are ready to see their new home.”

      Briann sighed but turned to lead the way. “Let’s not go in through the garage. Heather needs to use the front door to experience what guests will feel the first time they come here.”

      Heather stepped into the home’s foyer and nodded her approval. No stairs in sight. She wasn’t a fan of encountering a stairway as soon as you entered.

      “Come look at the home office,” said Briann.

      The evening was going better than Heather thought possible. Max was scoping out his new abode without a meow of complaint. Briann pointed out details like a used car saleswoman. Steve wasn’t grieving the loss of his condo, and food and shelter were no longer a concern.

      After touring the home, lingering concerns about the property melted like a spring frost. The doorbell rang and Briann retrieved their supper. She spread the feast down the middle of the table and took her place beside Jack.

      Steve lifted a glass of water to make a toast. “To new adventures.”

      “New adventures,” came an echo of voices.

      “And speaking of,” said Steve. “I have some ideas on how we can proceed to solve the murder. But first, let’s eat while it’s hot.”

      The glass prisms of the chandelier over the dining room table caught the light and threw it in all directions. Pizza boxes dotted the center of the table while paper plates made a partial border. Heather drank wine from a long-stemmed glass while Jack’s bottle of beer rested on a folded paper towel. Plastic glasses filled with water sat in front of most of the other place settings. The diversity of formality and blue-collar comfort couldn’t have been more pronounced.

      Steve sat at the head of the table, flanked by Bella on one side and Briann on the other. Heather took her seat by Bella with Jack across the table from her. The only one missing was her personal assistant, who’d left to salvage something of her weekend.

      The day’s activity left everyone ravenous, so talk was virtually non-existent until salads and pizza worked their magic.

      Steve took a drink out of a plastic glass and resettled it at the two o’clock position above his plate. “Briann, you missed the excitement this afternoon.”

      She gave a nod that Steve couldn’t see. “It’s a shame about your condo.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about. I meant at the office, before we received the call from the fire department.”

      “Oh? What happened?”

      “Your dad didn’t tell you?”

      “Briann and I went home,” said Jack. “I parked myself in front of the television and watched a basketball game.”

      Briann spoke around a bite of pizza. “He was sleeping.”

      “Guilty. What happened?”

      “I’ll let Heather tell you.”

      “Thanks,” said Heather with sarcasm seasoning the word. “You’ll be pleased to know we gave Loretta Blake another suspect. It’s a good thing Clay hasn’t had his bond hearing.”

      Heather told her version of the story of Rusty Brigs knowing April Brewer and having access to heavy equipment to bury her. She conveniently left out the part of him bringing a pistol to the photo shoot. That detail could wait until later.

      Her reticence to tell Jack she’d almost stared down the barrel of a pistol didn’t stop Bella from filling in the most interesting part of the story.

      Jack’s expression clouded over as he lowered the half-eaten piece of pizza onto his plate as his gaze locked on Heather. “Let me get this straight. You arranged for Rusty Brigs to come to your office.”

      Heather let out a meek, “Uh-huh.”

      “And he brought a loaded pistol with him?”

      “Correct. I didn’t consider that possibility, but Steve did.”

      Jack ran a hand over his mouth. “What would have happened without Steve?”

      Heather looked down at her plate. The tone of Jack’s last question told her he thought she’d played too fast and loose with a dangerous man.

      Bella took over. “Steve told me to look for a chance to check his clothes after he changed. He had to go to the bathroom before he went into the photo shoot. While he was in there, I found his pistol and unloaded it. No one was ever in danger. Detective Blake and Heather were both armed. He was already on the floor because I kicked him where it would really hurt. They had no trouble putting the handcuffs on him.”

      Jack shot Heather a withering stare. “He brought a loaded pistol to a photo shoot.”

      Steve eased a hand upward. “All the blame is on me. I didn’t discuss the possibility of him being armed with Heather or anyone else. It didn’t occur to me until he arrived, then I made a quick plan for Bella to check for a gun. It was her idea to take the shells from his pistol.”

      Heather jumped in, “That means Steve gets all the credit for you being able to get Clay released. As things stand now, Rusty replaced Clay as the primary suspect.”

      Jack’s eyes seemed to dance as he fought conflicting emotions. They stopped shifting from right to left and settled on Steve. “I appreciate what you’ve done to help Clay, but I can’t say the same for putting Bella, Heather, and everyone else in danger.”

      Bella shot him a questioning look. “I wasn’t worried. I’m never worried with Steve and Heather around.”

      Jack countered with, “You don’t know what kind of man we’re talking about. He’s a walking crime looking for a place and time to happen.”

      Steve nodded. “Jack’s right. Rusty’s a very dangerous man. I took a big chance today. Guys like him sometimes carry more than one weapon.”

      “Then why did you do it?” demanded Jack.

      “It was the only way I could think of to get him out of circulation. After his encounter with Bella and Heather, I thought it would only be a matter of time before he attacked one or both of them. It was a calculated risk, and I took it. If given the same circumstances, I’d do it again.”

      Jack pushed away from the table and stood. “Briann, get your jacket. We’re leaving.”

      “I don’t want to go.”

      “You heard me, young lady. It’s time to go. I’ll wait for you in the truck.”

      It took coaxing, but Briann left after a few minutes of pouting. Steve and Bella did the convincing as Heather remained silent. She’d made headway with Briann and didn’t want to sink their tenuous relationship. For once, she was glad Steve hadn’t included her in his plan that day.

      The mood had shifted from jovial excitement to something cloudy; like the smoke the fans pulled from the burned condos that afternoon. Steve lifted his chin and said, “I could use a cup of coffee and a recliner. Please tell me there’s a nice recliner somewhere in this castle.”

      Bella perked up. “There’s two in your living room sitting side by side.”

      “Perfect. One for me and one for Max. Is there a couch?”

      “A couch and a love seat. It’s a big room.”

      “Let’s go there after we clear the table.”

      Heather looked at the remains of dinner. “You two go ahead while I clean up. Show him where everything is in his apartment. You might as well let him make the coffee. He’ll complain if it’s not strong enough.”

      Heather thought long and hard about Jack’s reaction. He and Steve held the same fears. They both recognized the danger posed by Rusty Brigs. Steve had played offense and eliminated the threat, at least for the time being.

      After putting the kitchen to rights, Heather followed the smell of coffee brewing to Steve’s apartment. The door stood open and revealed the living room with a bank of windows overlooking the backyard. In addition to the furniture Bella mentioned, a large television hung on the wall, taking the place of artwork or photos. It was a good use of the wall for Steve.

      She strode into the bedroom and saw Bella arranging Steve’s hanging clothes. “Pants on the left in order of light to dark colors. Shirts on the right. Short sleeves first, then long. Colors are the same as the pants—light to dark. Sweaters go in the bottom drawer of the built-in dresser. Questions?”

      “Nope. The closet is bigger, but the arrangement is the same.”

      Heather backtracked and went into the kitchenette. She opened cabinets until she found the one holding coffee cups and mugs. It wouldn’t take Steve long before he mastered the arrangement.

      She heard the final gurgles of the coffeemaker and announced, “Hot coffee is being served in the living room.”

      Muted words about where to place shoes in the closet preceded Bella and Steve’s return to the living room. His cane guided the way to the first of the two recliners. Unlike his charred leather one at home, the twin recliners had coverings of durable fabric. Steve settled into one and gave a nod of approval. “Nice. Max won’t poke holes in this when he jumps up.”

      Heather said, “I’m putting a towel on his. Summer will be here before long and he sheds like crazy.”

      Steve said, “There’s not a table between the chairs. Where am I supposed to keep the television remote or put my coffee mug?”

      Bella came to the rescue. “I saw one in the den that should work. I’ll go get it. After that, I need to call Adam and verify when he’ll arrive tomorrow.”

      She scurried out of the room while Heather poured three cups of coffee. Bella returned with the table and placed it between the two recliners. She left again after issuing a promise to return.

      Heather’s thoughts drifted to her former fiancé, who still kept the title of boyfriend. At least she believed the relationship was still on. A need to console Steve came over her. “Don’t worry about Jack. He’ll be all right after he processes everything.”

      Steve pulled off his sunglasses and rubbed his sightless eyes. “I took Jack into consideration when I laid a trap for Rusty. He reacted tonight the way I thought he would.”

      “With anger?”

      “Anger sometimes comes from fear or frustration. He got used to the idea of being married to you. There’s a caveman urge within most men to protect women and children. The role of protector grows stronger the deeper the relationship. You two were engaged. In some cultures, that means you were already married.”

      Heather shook her head. “That’s not rational. We agreed to break off the engagement.” She tried without success to look into the future. “I’m not sure we’ll ever be married.”

      Steve put his sunglasses back on. “Love isn’t rational, and once the kind of ties that lead to marriage are created, they’re not easily broken. Besides, you’re missing the point. Jack was upset tonight because he believes you and Bella were in danger. He won’t say it, but deep down, he doesn’t like us solving murders. We can’t avoid dealing with dangerous and deceitful people, and I can’t protect myself, let alone you. That leaves you to pull double duty and protect both of us.”

      Heather heard the words and recognized them as true but didn’t know what to do with them. “It’s obvious you’ve given this a great deal of thought. What changes do you recommend I make?”

      Steve held up open hands. “That’s up to you. I’m giving you an explanation of why Jack became angry when no one else was. He sees himself as Briann’s protector, and yours, marriage vows or not.”

      He lowered his hands. “Jack’s a smart guy. I know he’ll get over being angry soon enough.”

      Heather picked up her cup of coffee and took a tiny sip. “How do you think of me? Do you think I’m capable?”

      His answer came without hesitation. “You’re the most highly skilled and resourceful partner I’ve ever had or could hope to have. When we have a case to solve, I view you as an outstanding cop. When we aren’t working on a case, I view you as a trusted friend.”

      “Thank you. I can live with that.”

      “Good. It’s time for us to put the day’s distractions aside and prove who murdered April Brewer.”

      Heather responded with the names of suspects. “I have Rusty Brigs, Clay Cockrell, Luke Paulson, LaShawn Moody, and Janie Polk as persons of interest.”

      Steve lifted an index finger. “I have those, plus I’ve added the parents of all the high school seniors.”

      Heather tilted her head. “Even Lee and LeAnn Cockrell?”

      “For now. What we really need is to find the original crime scene and the vehicle the killer transported April in.”

      Heather put the pieces together. “I’ll work on getting a list of the vehicles owned by all our persons of interest. After that, we can interview each of them and ask permission to search their vehicles.”

      Steve held up a hand. “Leo’s already working on it. He’s supposed to email me a list of all the vehicles and their owners tonight.”

      “When did you ask him to do that?”

      “Early this morning, before we went to your office.”

      Heather shook her head. “That seems like it was a year ago.”

      “It’s been an eventful day.” He took another drink of coffee. “Once we get vehicles matched to names, I want you and Bella to call all the high school kids. Come up with a reason for them to come to the office. You and I will interview them individually.”

      “Their parents won’t like it when they find out, especially Janie’s mother.”

      Steve flipped away the comment with the back of his hand and moved on. He leaned back in his recliner. “You mentioned the parents. Let’s give Bella something to do. We need background checks on all the parents we mentioned.”

      “I heard that,” said Bella as she walked into the room. “I’ll get on it tonight.” She paused. “By the way, Adam says hello. His flight will land at twelve thirty tomorrow afternoon.”

      Heather stood. “Bella and I will get started. I bet you’re worn out after the day you’ve had. Do you want to take something to help you sleep?”

      “No, thanks. Other than coming close to committing entrapment, listening to a lot of high school kids try to hide the truth, my home burning, and making Jack mad at me, it was a pretty uneventful day. I should be able to sleep, eventually.”

      “What you did doesn’t fit the legal definition of entrapment. Rusty threatened Bella. He did that on his own.”

      “I know that’s true, but I still may lose a night or two’s sleep over it.” He grinned. “Only one night. I don’t feel that bad for a guy like Rusty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Heather cracked an eyelid open at 7:00 a.m. It was two hours past her normal time to get up, but she didn’t panic as it was Sunday. She and Bella had worked into the early hours of the morning and completed a fair portion of the background checks on everyone under twenty years of age. She lamented that there were no great surprises. In fact, April Brewer, the victim, had been the only young adult who gave a hint of living on the wild side. Her social media posts showed she had a taste for beer, tight jeans, and older men.

      She thought about calling Jack but remembered an old saying about the danger of rousing sleeping bears. Her thoughts shifted to Briann, and she hoped the girl and her father hadn’t experienced a battle royal on the way home. Her mind drifted back to some arguments she’d had with her father when she returned from boarding school, especially the one in Germany. Talk about brutal teachers. Thankfully, Briann didn’t have to endure that.

      It was time to rise, shine, and stretch out the kinks. While still in her sleep shorts and tee, she reached toward the ceiling and inhaled a huge breath. After a slow exhale, she brought her palms almost flat on the floor. “Not good,” she whispered before repeating the movements and deep breathing. This time her palms went flat on the carpet without a bend in her knees. “That’s better. Time to spread my mat and do a complete yoga workout.”

      Forty minutes later, she rolled up the thin mat she’d purchased the night before, put on sweats, and went in search of coffee. She found Steve rummaging around the main kitchen. “What are you looking for?”

      “You bought an apple strudel last night. I need something to soak up the pot of coffee I drank this morning.”

      “You’ve been up long enough to drink an entire pot of coffee?”

      “Half a pot. You know me. I’m the very picture of moderation.”

      “Right. And I’m the Easter Bunny.”

      For once he didn’t have a pithy comeback, so she said, “Sit at the bar. Would you like bacon and eggs with your strudel?”

      “If it’s not too much trouble.”

      “What would you say if I told you it was?”

      Steve didn’t have to think long. “I’d probably tell you I was calling Uber to take me to a restaurant. That should make you feel guilty enough to scramble two eggs, fry three slices of bacon, and heat a large slab of strudel in the microwave.”

      Bella came in and settled on a barstool next to Steve. She raised a hand. “Waitress, I’ll have the same, please.”

      Heather raised her eyebrows. “You’ll stand a much better chance of eating if you help.”

      The good-natured banter continued until Bella asked, “Have you heard from Jack this morning?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I have,” said Steve.

      That took Heather by surprise until she reconsidered. Knowing Steve and Jack the way she did, they probably worked on the case. She lay a strip of thick-sliced bacon in a skillet and asked, “What’s the latest?”

      “Clay’s being released this morning. He’s not out of the woods, but focus has shifted to Rusty.”

      “What does that tell you?” asked Bella.

      Steve slipped his finger through the handle of his coffee cup. “Forensics found little or nothing of value at the site where someone buried April. Clay gave a plausible answer for her wearing his letter jacket. Once he graduated, he knew he’d never wear it again. If she gave it back, he’d just throw it away.”

      Heather turned from the burners and spoke to Bella, “They can always go back and rearrest Clay if there’s additional incriminating evidence.”

      “That’s not double jeopardy?”

      “That only comes into play after a criminal trial and they find the suspect not guilty. As a general rule, they can’t try a person twice for the same offense. There are some exceptions, but that gets complicated.”

      Steve said, “Don’t confuse her. She doesn’t need to clutter her mind with federal civil rights violations, especially with Adam arriving today.”

      Bella asked, “Does anyone want to go with me to the airport?”

      Steve raised his hand. “I’ll ride along.”

      “Count me out,” said Heather. “My list of things to do keeps growing. This home is too big for me to keep clean. I’ll also need someone to cook and look after the yard. Believe it or not, I’ve never owned a house, so hiring for anything except a housekeeper is unfamiliar territory.”

      Steve took the slack out of his spine. “I never realized that. You own hotels and properties all over the world, but you’ve always rented until you bought the condo next to mine? This really is a new adventure for you.”

      Hot grease popped from the frying bacon. Heather jerked back her hand, but not in time. She let out a squeal and took quick steps to the sink to seek relief from the minor burn with cold water.

      Steve moved on. “Heather, let’s go to the Cockrell’s later today. I’m not sure we have the full story of Clay’s past relationship with April Brewer. Call Jack and let him know what we’re up to. In fact, let’s take him with us. You two could question the parents while I have a talk with Clay.”

      “I’m not sure Jack’s ready to talk to me yet.”

      “He is. We had a good talk.”

      Heather shook her head in unbelief. “Have you added counseling to your resume?”

      “It won’t fit on my braille business card.”

      Sometimes there was nothing to do about Steve but accept him for who he is, and move on. “What about you going to the airport with Bella?”

      “I’m still going. It won’t take long to pick up Adam. We could let the newlyweds have some alone time this afternoon.” He issued a sly smile. “There’s that hamburger joint on the way to the Cockrell’s. It’s been too long since I’ve had a decent burger.”

      “That place you’re talking about is a combination beer joint and dance hall. They only sell burgers on the weekends.”

      “Right. And today’s Sunday. Bring a photo of April. If memory serves me right, that’s where she liked to go boot-scootin’.”

      Heather took the bacon out of the skillet and placed it on paper towels. She took two more towels off the roll and patted the grease from the bacon.

      “You’re ruining the flavor by taking off all the grease,” said Steve.

      They’d had this discussion a hundred times, and Heather remained constant with her reply. “Cook it yourself next time.”

      All the while, Bella was scrambling eggs in a second skillet seasoned with butter. Steve loved eggs scrambled in real butter. He could taste the difference and didn’t hesitate to comment about the deficiencies of oil or margarine.

      Breakfast ended in a tie. Steve raved about the eggs and Heather enjoyed extra-crispy bacon, thoroughly drained of artery-clogging fat.
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        * * *

      

      Heather had a frustrating morning, leaving voice messages with companies and individuals as she searched for a housekeeper/cook and lawn care workers. She also had to wait for Steve’s return. Waiting wasn’t one of her strengths.

      The newlyweds and Steve hadn’t been home long before Heather told Bella and Adam that she and Steve had an appointment with the Cockrells to keep. The couple traded looks that told Heather it didn’t disappoint them to be left alone for several hours.

      Heather led Steve to her car in the garage. He’d already mastered the floor plan and furniture placement of his apartment and much of the house. Another trip or two to the garage and she would no longer need to guide him.

      After a brief trip up the interstate and into Conroe, they arrived at Jack’s home. Instead of going in, Jack met them in the driveway. Steve exited and took up residence in the back seat, as was his norm when someone else joined them.

      “How’s Briann today?” asked Heather after Jack shut his door.

      “Sequestered in her room, experiencing a crisis of historic proportions. She has her first pimple. I told her I could barely see it. That slip of the tongue put her into a complete meltdown.”

      “Has your mother talked to her yet?”

      “She’s on her way.” He turned to look at her full-on. “I don’t get it with you girls. Puberty for me included its share of facial eruptions and I didn’t melt into puddles.”

      “I hope you didn’t tell her that.”

      “No way. Mom said to walk a wide path around her and keep my mouth shut.”

      Steve spoke for the first time. “Wise woman.”

      Jack cleared his throat after they’d traveled in silence for a couple of blocks. “I apologize for the way I acted last night.”

      Steve and Heather spoke over each other. “Apology accepted.”

      Jack continued, “On the way home, Briann lit into me like a wildcat. She had her points all lined out and delivered them without ambiguity. She’ll make a tenacious attorney.”

      Heather spoke in a soft voice. “Thank you for being concerned about our safety.”

      Steve’s thoughts had moved on. “Jack, I’d like for you and Heather to keep Lee and LeAnn busy while Clay and I talk. From what I know of him, he’s not the type of young man who will open up in a group setting.”

      “You’re not kidding. He didn’t say a word when they cut him loose from jail this morning. The only thing he told his parents was that he wanted to return to work as soon as possible.”

      “That’ll be good for him,” said Heather.

      Steve settled back and seemed to go to his special place where he did some of his deepest thinking. Meanwhile, she and Jack planned ways to keep Clay’s parents occupied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      When they arrived at the Cockrell’s home, both Lee and LeAnn met them on the front porch. Heather remembered the earthy smell of the grounds. The builder set the home in lowlands chosen for an abundance of waterfowl. Lee was an avid hunter and outdoorsman. The hundred acres allowed him some of the best duck hunting in the nation.

      Jack acted as point man for the trio as he was Clay’s defense attorney. Once inside, Heather and Jack both accepted LeAnn’s offer of coffee. Steve, however, had other ideas. He asked, “Is Clay here?”

      “On the back porch,” said LeAnn. “He hasn’t said two words since we picked him up.”

      “That’s expected,” said Steve. “He’s dealing with shame and humiliation. Jail is a very dehumanizing place, especially for people who have no experience with the criminal justice system. Do you mind if I go talk to him?”

      Lee was the first to answer. “You can try, but don’t expect much. He said he wants to be alone.”

      Steve rose from his chair. “LeAnn, would you mind leading me to the back porch?”

      “Of course. I’ll get Heather and Jack’s coffee on my way back through the kitchen.”

      It was cooler outside than in the house. Another odor, that of a petroleum product, caught Steve’s attention as LeAnn deposited him into a chair.

      “Honey,” said LeAnn. “Mr. Smiley wants to talk to you. He’s here to help. In fact, he and Ms. McBlythe are the reason you’re home instead of in…” Her words trailed off as if she couldn’t bring herself to say the word jail.

      The sound of the back door shutting came to Steve’s ears and told him he was alone with Clay. Steve waited a full minute before he asked. “What kind of gun are you cleaning?”

      “A shotgun. Remington, model eleven-hundred.”

      “Doesn’t it shoot both two-and-three-quarters and three-inch shells?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Vent rib?”

      “Uh-huh. It helps me sight better. How could you tell I was cleaning it?”

      Steve tapped his nose. “Nothing smells like gun solvent and spent powder on wads of cotton. Do you buy the cleaning patches or make your own from old T-shirts?”

      “T-shirts.”

      “That’s all I ever used back in my hunting days. One of the best chewing-outs I ever received was from my late wife when I butchered a new T-shirt instead of an old one with sweaty armpit stains.”

      “I go through T-shirts like crazy in the summer. Grease, diesel, dirt, and sweat seem to find me. I quit buying new. Garage sales are the way to go.”

      “You’re a man after my heart, except I prefer second-hand stores.”

      Steve allowed silence to ebb back into the conversation. Experience told him he’d broken down the first barrier, but he couldn’t press a deep-thinking young man like Clay.

      When enough ticks of the clocks had passed, Steve broke the silence. “You realize you’re not out of the woods yet with jail. Right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you know when and how that will change?”

      The volume of Clay’s voice decreased by a few decibels. “All I know is, I didn’t kill April.”

      Steve answered his own question that Clay had sidestepped. “Things will change back to the way they were when Heather and I discover who killed her.”

      “What about the police? Isn’t that their job?”

      “They do their best, and it’s possible they might catch this killer, but I don’t think they will.”

      Clay didn’t wait to respond. “You don’t seem to have a high opinion of the police.”

      “They do an outstanding job at gathering and collecting evidence, but that’s only half the job.” Steve tapped his temple with his forefinger. “To be an outstanding detective, it’s necessary to listen to what the evidence says to you.”

      “I think I know what you mean. What’s the evidence said so far?”

      Steve placed the palms of both hands flat on the table. “Great question. So far, there’s not a lot of evidence, so it’s mostly quiet. There is one thing that I’m hearing, but before I tell you what it is, I want you to describe what you saw when you took the drainage pipe out of the ground.”

      Clay took his time before answering. “Taking out concrete drainage lines is a pain in the neck. First, you have to uncover it without damage. That’s not as easy as it sounds. There were eight sections of pipe to remove, then reset two feet deeper. The excavator dug down until the bucket scraped the top. Then, I took out the dirt on each side. I worked my way up the line, making the walls of the trench wider.”

      Steve gave occasional nods to encourage Clay to keep talking. The pace of his words picked up as he talked.

      “I worked my way down the line and took out all the pipes that weren’t buried deep enough. That required chains and a lot of patience. Then, I started back down the line, digging deeper.”

      “How much deeper?”

      “The specs called for two more feet minimum, so I added another six inches for good measure.”

      “And then?”

      “I started moving dirt. The bucket on the excavator is wide, and the teeth have no trouble sinking into the soil. I sank the bucket into the ground and curled it up toward me. All was going to plan until…” His voice cracked and he stopped.

      “Take your time.”

      “Instead of lifting dirt, I lifted dirt and something blue. I stopped digging and cut it off.”

      “Then what did you do?”

      “I climbed down to see what it was.”

      “You went into the trench?”

      “Yeah. The smell was awful.”

      “Did you touch the body?”

      “I pulled back the tarp enough to see hair. That’s when I scrambled out and called 9-1-1. I was shaking so bad I’m surprised I could punch in the numbers.”

      The sound of Clay’s chair moving away from the table reached Steve’s ears. He wasn’t finished with his questions, but he believed Clay was finished answering.

      Clay confirmed his suspicions. “I’m sorry, Mr. Smiley, but I’m still feeling closed-in. I need to get into the woods.”

      “Only one more question,” said Steve. “Do you think Rusty Brigs killed April?”

      Seconds passed without a response. Clay finally said, “That question has kept me awake for days.” He took a step. “I need to get in the woods where things make sense.”

      “Go ahead. We can talk again some other day.”
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      Heather broke the silence as her SUV turned out of the Cockrell’s driveway. “I hope you got something useful out of Clay. Jack and I were running out of things to talk about with Lee and LeAnn.”

      “I made progress,” said Steve.

      Jack didn’t sound impressed. “Unless you got something concrete out of Clay, we still have three needles to find in haystacks: an original crime scene, the vehicle used to transport her body, and the murder weapon.”

      Steve sounded more optimistic. “Any one of the three things you mentioned may be enough. In my experience, all it takes is one breakthrough to get the ball rolling.”

      “Has the forensic report come back to the police yet?” asked Heather.

      Jack gave his head a slight turn and cut his eyes toward her. “You and Steve did too good of a job in getting a replacement for Clay in jail. If we’d waited to implicate Rusty after a formal arraignment, I could have demanded forensic reports.” He shrugged off the complaint. “Oh, well. It was best for my client to get him out of jail, but it might slow down your investigation. I heard from a friend at the sheriff’s office that they tested Clay’s truck with luminol and came up blank.”

      “That’s also progress,” said Steve. “It all but eliminates Clay’s truck as a transport vehicle. Do you know if they tested his parents’ vehicles?”

      “Neither Lee nor LeAnn mentioned it, and that would require a search warrant.”

      “What about Rusty’s pickup?”

      “I assume they did but don’t know for sure. My source was off this weekend.”

      Steve’s voice drifted to the front seat. “Heather, you and Loretta Blake seem to be on good terms. She might not have the full forensic report yet, but get what you can.”

      “That should be no problem, especially if they find traces of April’s blood in the bed of Rusty’s truck.”

      Jack broke in. “If they do, I’m glad I won’t be trying to defend Rusty. The press would have a field day with that story.”

      Steve spoke in a low, deliberate voice. “For now, we need to keep going as if the police won’t find anything to show April was ever in Rusty’s truck—alive or dead.”

      As was his habit in an investigation, Steve changed the subject for no apparent reason. “Did Lee or LeAnn tell you anything today you didn’t know?”

      Heather made sure she spoke loud enough for him to hear. “I tried to focus on Clay’s relationships with April and Janie. It wasn’t what they said, but more what they didn’t say. As you know, Clay is not the most communicative young man. Lee is like many successful business owners. As long as his kid isn’t getting into trouble, he doesn’t press for information. He knows next to nothing about Clay’s relationship with either girl, other than Clay dated them for a while and the relationships ended.”

      “Lee sounds like my dad,” said Jack. “Our common ground was hunting, fishing, and sports. We had an unspoken agreement of don’t-ask, don’t-tell with my social life. Mom was the family detective. She’d press me for information until I buckled and told her who I was dating. She’d relay what she thought was important to Dad. Otherwise, she wouldn’t bother him with details.”

      The sound of a muted chuckle found its way to Heather’s ears. “What’s so funny?”

      “Jack’s dad reminds me of mine.”

      It was the first time she’d heard anything about Steve’s father, and this could be the opportunity to find out more. No such luck. Steve moved on with another question.

      “If we assume LeAnn pressed Clay for more information than his father did, what did you two learn from her this afternoon?”

      Heather fielded the question. “It seems Clay ended both relationships. LeAnn hinted that April liked to make people believe she wanted to experience the wild side of life. Or, at least, she came across that way. In reality, she was a lonely girl trying to grow up as fast as she could. LeAnn heard through the mothers’ grapevine that April’s home life wasn’t good.”

      Jack added, “Kids that age have a hard enough time finding their way. Add a crummy home life to the mix and they look for ways to escape.”

      Heather cut her eyes toward Jack. “When did you become such an expert on teenage girls?”

      “I’ve defended my share of teens in court.” His voice changed to one of sarcasm. “It’s been over six months since I was told I’m a father. That means I’m a certified expert in family matters.”

      More chuckles from the back seat. Heather rolled her eyes.

      Steve moved on. “What did LeAnn say about Clay’s relationship with Janie?”

      Heather knew she needed to choose her words carefully, as LeAnn’s response to their questions left much unanswered. “It seems Clay fell hard for her. He came out of his shell and things seemed to go great. Then, one day, it ended. Clay stopped talking about anything but work and mundane subjects. He announced his decision to put off college for at least a year and presented it as non-negotiable. Anything personal was off limits.”

      A low “Ah,” came from the back seat. Steve followed this with, “I’d like for you to get your three high school models back in Heather’s office as soon as you can.”

      “Individually or together?”

      “Both. Let’s put them together and see how they act toward each other. Bella and I will interview them and you can watch.”

      “What am I looking for?”

      “The things that make them who they really are. How they walk and talk, the way they carry themselves. Do the clothes they wear tell you anything about them? Are they fastidious about their appearance? Are they trying to be themselves or someone else? How do they act around each other when they think no one is watching?”

      Steve shifted in his seat. “That’s why I want to keep them waiting by themselves for at least thirty minutes. So much of communication is non-verbal. You and Bella need to be my eyes. Sometimes it’s the little nuances that give hints to what’s going on inside them.” He paused. “The young also know how to push each other’s buttons.”

      Heather allowed a half-mile to pass before she responded. “Do you think one of those three might have killed April?”

      Instead of answering, Steve sniffed the air like a dog catching a scent. “The wind must be out of the south. I smell smoke, and you know what they say… where there’s smoke, there’s brisket.”

      Jack shot her a quick glance. “He has a nose like a bluetick hound.”

      Steve’s phone came to life as the SUV pulled into the parking lot of the combination dance hall, beer joint, and weekend barbecue haven. The artificial intelligence voice announced the caller to be Leo Vega.

      “Leo,” said Steve. “I was wondering when you were going to get around to calling me.”

      “For your information, I’ve been burning the midnight oil, putting things in order to make Bucky Franklin’s life miserable.”

      Heather shifted her car’s transmission into park and cut off the engine. She twisted in her seat and spoke louder than usual. “Hi, Leo. Jack and I are listening in.”

      “Good. I needed to talk to you. What are you and Constance Banks doing to hit Bucky hard with the civil lawsuit?”

      “I spoke with her and Kate Bridges yesterday on a conference call.”

      “You did?” asked Steve. “Why Kate?”

      “Don’t pay attention to him,” said Heather. “Steve put me in charge of taking care of copyright infringement. It’s driving him crazy, not knowing what I’m doing.”

      “It is not,” protested Steve.

      “I’ll give you a teaser of what I’ve done,” said Leo. “It didn’t take me long to discover the two officers willing to give Bucky an alibi. When I informed my captain, he hit the ceiling and marched me to the assistant chief’s office. She ordered a full investigation by internal affairs.”

      “Did you show them the video of Bucky breaking in and setting the fire?”

      “I haven’t seen that yet,” said Heather.

      Leo didn’t respond to her. “It was a good thing you installed the new cameras inside your condo.”

      Steve spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “I called a friend who could install two motion-activated cameras the same day.”

      “What friend?” asked Heather.

      “You don’t know him. He’s a reformed burglar.” Steve paused. “Well, he’s mostly reformed. I proved he was at his home when a wife killed her husband. He’d burglarized the home earlier that day and left a cap behind. The man was a thief but not a killer. He told me to call him anytime I needed a great home security system. I finally cashed in the favor.”

      Heather huffed, “More secrets.”

      Leo broke in. “As much as I enjoy listening to you two argue, I’d like to salvage something of my day off. Can you two meet me and the I.A. investigator tomorrow morning at your condos? The state fire marshal finished his investigation today and we can get in.”

      “How bad is the damage?” asked Heather.

      “Mainly smoke to yours, except in the living room. The fire got in the attic there. They had to pull down the sheetrock, so there’s significant water damage in that half of your condo. Steve’s is a total loss. Fire, water, and smoke ruined everything.”

      Heather produced a mental picture of the scene. “It’s a miracle Max survived.”

      “The fire marshal said he hid on the floor of your bedroom closet. The smoke never got that low.”

      “I need to find someone to salvage what we can from the condos,” said Heather. One more thing to add to her list of people to call.

      Jack spoke up. “I know someone I can call who does odd jobs. He hasn’t paid me for getting him out of a DWI charge.”

      Heather tilted her head. “Is he trustworthy? I have several personal safes in my closet. I’d hate to lose my jewelry and emergency cash.”

      Jack held up three fingers in a pretend Boy Scout salute. “He’s a paradigm of virtue until sundown. After that, he makes poor decisions.”

      “Tell him to meet us there tomorrow at first light.”

      Steve groaned. “Before breakfast?”

      She believed his question didn’t deserve a response.

      Leo and Steve ended the call with Leo stating they shouldn’t look for him and the internal affairs investigator before 9:00 a.m.

      Three doors opened and dislodged the occupants. Heather noted the construction of the combination restaurant and dance hall on their way in. It appeared to be an old wooden barn as the main building, with multiple after-thought rooms added through the years. A tin roof, weathered by time to a rusty-gray patina covered the disjointed building.

      Once inside, she took in the hodge-podge interior. A long bar ran along the near side of the wooden dance floor, with the kitchen jutting out the back. Opposite the bar, there was an oblong room dotted with picnic tables. Not the best design, as patrons had to cross the dance floor to get to a cold brew, place food orders, and pick them up.

      Heather took three steps onto the dance floor and stopped. She leaned into Steve, who had his hand laced through her arm. “I didn’t expect to see her here.”

      “Who?”

      “Veronica Polk. She’s working as a bartender.”

      “That’s interesting,” said Steve. “Bartenders see all kinds of things and can be an excellent source of information.”

      “Do you want to talk to her?”

      “Sit where you can observe, but let’s save our questions for now.”

      Heather took another look around the room. “There’s another familiar face.”

      “Who?” asked Steve.

      “LaShawn Moody.”

      “Even more interesting,” said Steve. “I wonder what brings him to a dance hall on a Sunday evening.”

      “Let’s ask him,” said Heather.

      Steve shook his head. “I have a better idea. We’ll wait until you and Bella can set up interviews for all three in your office. This may be his home turf. I’d rather we have him in a place where he doesn’t feel comfortable.”

      Steve’s lip twitched ever so slightly. “Besides, I’m here to eat moist brisket, beans, and potato salad. Everyone knows that’s brain food. We’re going to need it to solve this case.”

      On the way out after dinner, Heather stopped by LaShawn’s table. He stood and said, “I saw you come in. How did you like the barbecue?”

      “I’m so stuffed I may not eat for two days. What does your schedule looks like the next few days?”

      His head tilted. “I’m free after school.”

      “Bella needs you, Janie, and Luke to come back in to discuss something to do with the advertising campaign. Do you know if the other two will be busy?”

      “Luke should be free. Janie has track practice, but she’s finished by four thirty in the afternoon.”

      “So you think Tuesday about five thirty would work?”

      He lifted his shoulder and let them fall. “It works for me.”

      “Bella will call you after she speaks with the other two.”

      “What about the little kids? Are they included in the meeting?”

      Heather shook her head. “It’s different with the children. She has to work around their parents’ schedules.”

      LaShawn turned his head and released an inappropriate laugh.

      “What’s funny?” asked Heather in a normal tone.

      “Don’t be surprised if you have a helicopter parent at our meeting.”

      “Oh? Who’s that?”

      “If Janie’s mom finds out, she’ll show up, for sure.”

      “Is she that bad?”

      LaShawn’s eyebrows raised as he leaned over and spoke as if what he had to say was a secret. “She can either be sweet as pecan pie or a living nightmare.” He paused and leaned back with a smug expression curling up one side of his mouth.

      Heather said, “I’m assuming Janie keeps a lot of things from her mom. If I’m right, a phone call from either me or Bella wouldn’t be welcome. Can you ask her to call Bella?”

      “You’re a smart lady.” It was a declaration of fact. “You did the right thing by trusting me and avoiding psycho-lady.”

      “I’m also a determined businesswoman who believes adults should make their own decisions. For me, adulthood begins at eighteen. Can you assure me you’ll tell Janie?”

      He gave his head a nod. “She’s very creative when she wants to sidestep her mom. If there’s any problem, I’ll call you.”

      Heather relayed the conversation to Steve and Jack on the way home.

      “Uh-huh,” said Steve. Sounds of slumber came from the back seat shortly after his short response.
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      The neon sign of Denny’s restaurant shone brightly as Heather turned off the interstate’s feeder road. She wheeled into the parking lot and turned her gaze to Steve. “Don’t look so smug.”

      He held up hands to signify his innocence. “I had nothing to do with the salvage crew not being able to come until eight thirty. You should have known from Jack’s description that the guy would be hungover after a weekend off.”

      She huffed, “And you get your wish for a carb-laden breakfast.”

      “I’ll order whole wheat toast if it makes you feel better.” He exited the vehicle and met her at the front of the car. “What’s got you in such a foul mood this morning?”

      She hesitated to organize her thoughts. “I may have to take Max to a pet therapist. He thrashed half the night before insisting on sleeping on my stomach. Do you have any idea how heavy he is?”

      “No wonder you’re in such a bad mood. He weighs as much as a blacksmith’s anvil.”

      She smiled despite a desire not to. “Not that much, but it felt like it when I woke up. All the loud noises and smoke from the fire messed with his little mind. I don’t know if he’ll ever be the same.”

      “It’s only been a few days, and he’s adjusting to a new home. Give him time and he’ll be back to normal.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “Then take him to the vet and get some kitty Valium.”

      “I wonder if I could give him a small amount of mine? It’s about eight years old, so I don’t know if it’s lost potency.”

      Steve tapped his cane in front of him as they entered the restaurant. “He might like it too much, but I’d try it. You won’t be at the top of your game without sleep.”

      They settled into a booth and ordered coffee. Heather took up the conversation where they left off. “I’m ready to get through this ordeal and put the condos behind us. It seems like Bucky tainted everything I owned.”

      Steve nodded his initial response but added, “I didn’t realize I was in such a rut. The new place is a welcome change, and I’m really looking forward to living at the lake.”

      Her mind shifted. “What do you make of what LaShawn said about Janie and her overbearing mother?”

      “Not much until I get a better read on both of them. LaShawn has another motive for saying what he did.”

      “Do you mean about Veronica?”

      Steve’s head went from side to side. “I mean about him giving us the impression he’s not interested in Janie. It seemed like he didn’t want to talk about himself and Janie but was very willing to talk about her mother. I get the idea he might have shaded the story to suit his own purposes.”

      “And what would those be?”

      His shoulders shrugged. “Anger, jealousy, petty rivalry, guilt for killing April, you name it.”

      Heather believed he threw in the last reason to give her one more out-of-the-box thing to mess with her mind. It was his way of keeping her on her toes, and it worked. She tucked that item away for later.

      Steve kept talking. “From what you’ve told me, April was an attractive young woman. Perhaps she turned LaShawn down for a date. Who knows?”

      “I’m back to a question that’s nagging me. Do you think any of the four teens are capable of murder?”

      “It seems unlikely but I’m not ruling any of them out. The only thing I know for sure is, they’re not forthcoming with information.”

      The server, a young woman with a baby bump, returned to their table to take breakfast orders. She covered a yawn as she wrote on an order pad and made a fast retreat.

      As she watched the young woman walk away, it occurred to Heather that everyone had a story to tell, some happy and others not so much. More often than not, she and Steve were in the business of unhappy stories. How would the tragedy involving April Brewer turn out? Finding the killer would change lives and send ripples through families.

      Steve interrupted her musings. “I’m not looking forward to what we have to do today. I always hated to go to a crime scene where someone covered their tracks with a fire. Not only did it make it difficult to find evidence, the smell of soggy ashes stays with me for days.”

      “Hopefully it won’t take long.”

      Breakfast was a leisurely event, with Steve unobtrusively quizzing the server about her life. It turned out she was happily married. This was her first child, and the yawns were well earned. After the night shift in the restaurant, she attended college. Only two more months and she’d receive the pin of a registered nurse.

      It boosted Heather’s spirits to hear a cheerful story.

      With breakfast finished, Heather left the server a generous tip and led Steve to the car. They traveled to their former homes in silence.

      As they approached their condo complex, Steve said, “There’s a bench beside the walking path. I’ll be there if you need me.”

      Heather parked a suitable distance from the place they called home and set him on a bench with a green iron frame and wooden slats. He assured her he preferred to wait outside as opposed to in her SUV. She left when a man arrived, driving a car bearing the logo of an insurance company. He introduced himself and confirmed he was an adjuster.

      The scene put an end to her happy thoughts. The front windows on her side of the duplex were intact, but not on Steve’s. Both front doors gaped open. Firefighters had kicked them in and they stood askew, covered in soot. Splintered wood around the locks meant the doors couldn’t be properly shut. Only police tape kept people from walking in.

      It might have been one of the quickest inspections of all time. After a quick trip through the charred remains of Steve’s condo, the adjuster clicked off the video feature on his phone. “That’s a total loss for dwelling and contents. Let’s see about the one next door.”

      His trip through the front portion of the condo went without a comment. Only when he arrived at her bedroom did he say anything. “Since you’re making no claim on the contents of the safes and the jewelry, you’ll receive a check for replacement value on the structure and furnishings.”

      Heather asked, “Did the fact that my father is a major stockholder in your company influence your adjustment?”

      He kept a straight face. “Not much. I was told to make sure you received prompt service and adjusted up for inflation.” He slipped the phone in his pocket. “Do you want the checks now, or should I mail them to you?”

      “Mail them to my office in The Woodlands.” She tilted her head. “Do you need to film the men taking things from the condo?”

      “I’ll stick around and film them removing the safes and jewelry cases. That’s for your protection.”

      They exited her condo as two vehicles backed up as close as they could to her front door. The driver of the van wore a dirty baseball cap over longish hair the color of a field mouse. The only difference was, a mouse’s hair wouldn’t look slick from poor hygiene. After stomping on a stub of a cigarette, the man noticed her and asked, “Heather McBlythe?”

      She nodded.

      “Tell me what to do so I can get that sorry lawyer off my back.”

      Heather wanted to jump down his throat with both cheap tennis shoes she’d purchased at the discount store. She decided he wasn’t worth it. Instead, she pointed to the door. “Most everything salvageable will be in the condo on the left. Start with the safes and jewelry boxes in the master bedroom. Put them in my car. Also, there are some personal photos and paintings. Everything else goes, and I don’t care where.”

      She led the way. Steve was right. The smell of wet ashes would cling to her through two or three hair shampoos.

      Leo arrived a few minutes after the workers loaded the last of Heather’s personal items into the back of her SUV. She knew her car would bear the smell of smoke on the ride home, but she couldn’t help it.

      Heather received an unenthusiastic introduction to a rat-faced man named Palmer. His receding hairline almost met a bald crown, but not quite. The wisps of blondish-brown hair reminded her of a land bridge between two lakes. The wrinkles in his pants and shirt indicated he hadn’t been in a hurry to take them out of the dryer. With his second chin in the way, the knot in the necktie was closer to the second button than the first.

      “Where’s Smiley?” he asked, without acknowledging the introduction.

      Heather pointed to the bench some distance away.

      “Tell him to come here.”

      Heather shifted her gaze to the man’s legs and shoes. If he’d been more slue-footed, his shoes would point in opposite directions. “You’re ambulatory. I’ll walk over there with you.”

      He gave her what she thought was a well-practiced glare. It might work with a cop who was in peril of losing his job to Internal Affairs, but she was having none of it. She changed the tone of her words. “I know how long trips through Houston traffic can leave your legs stiff. It will be good to walk out the kinks.”

      “Look, lady…”

      She shot back. “McBlythe, Heather McBlythe.”

      Leo added, “That’s attorney Heather McBlythe, former Boston P.D. Detective, Heather McBlythe. She’s Steve’s partner in their private investigation firm.”

      Heather issued a plastic smile and said, “Shall we go talk to Steve?”

      “Not we. I’ll go. You stay here.”

      “You’re mistaken, Mr. Palmer. You’ll not speak to him without his attorney present.”

      “Why? What’s he got to hide?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s go ask him. I’m sure he wants to cooperate with you. I’m also sure you understand he’s under no obligation to do so.”

      “He filed a complaint charging two cops with crimes.”

      Leo joined the conversation. “No, he didn’t. He called me, and I took it to my captain, and he brought it to the Assistant Chief’s attention. She’s the one who called Internal Affairs. Call her if you need verification. I’d love to see that.”

      Heather said, “Now that I see you haven’t done your homework on this case, I insist on being present during your questioning. I’ll make an audio and video recording of the interview to make sure there’s an accurate account of what transpires.” She paused and took her phone out of her jacket pocket. “I already have an audio recording of our conversation thus far.”

      They’d set the stage. Palmer could refuse, but if he did, he’d have to explain why he didn’t get a statement from Steve and why he was too lazy to walk to where a victimized, blind former detective sat.

      Palmer took off at a quick waddle. By the time he reached Steve, he needed to catch his breath.

      Heather’s phone captured the conversation.

      “Mr. Smiley, I’m Detective Palmer with Houston P.D.’s Internal Affairs. Tell me about the suspected arson of your condo.”

      “Have you seen the video of it?”

      “Not yet.”

      “It’s my understanding local detectives have identified the person who poured gasoline in my living room, dining room, and kitchen. He started the fire with a match.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was off this weekend.”

      Steve tilted his head. “Are you interviewing before reviewing readily available video evidence of the crime?”

      “Uh…” A pretty hue of pink rose into his wobbly chin and cheeks. “Never mind about that. What does Bucky have on you?”

      Steve leaned forward. “How long have you known Bucky Franklin?”

      Heather kept her phone trained on Palmer. It was cool enough to wear a light jacket, but beads of perspiration formed on his upper lip.

      Steve waited for an answer that didn’t come. Heather took over. “It appears you’re either grossly incompetent or you have a conflict of interest, Mr. Palmer. I call you mister instead detective, because of what’s going to happen to you. I’m willing to bet you spoke with Bucky Franklin prior to today. Were you aware of his plans to commit arson?”

      “What?” His jowls shook as his head jerked from side to side. “Of course I didn’t know.”

      “That’s not true,” said Steve. “You didn’t look at the video because you already knew what was on it. Bucky told you what he was going to do. Were you so stupid as to think you could somehow cover for him with a sham investigation?”

      Leo stepped into the conversation. “Palmer, you’re an idiot. Phone records show you spoke to Bucky at least twice before today. Once around the time he assaulted Steve and again close to the time of the fire. I’ve already verified everything we said, so you might as well come clean.”

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you, Vega.”

      “It’s Detective Vega, and I have something to say to you. Put your hands behind your back. You’re under arrest for conspiracy to commit arson.”

      “No way. You’re not puttin’ cuffs on me.”

      “It may take two sets to get those fat hands behind your back, but we’ll make it happen.”

      Palmer pulled back his coat to reveal a pistol in a holster on his side. When his hand wrapped around the grip, Heather didn’t hesitate. She closed the distance, lifted her left knee to her chest, and buried her foot into his squishy midsection. Air shot from his lungs like a blown tire. He fell face down to the damp ground. Putting cuffs on him was no problem.

      Leo marched Palmer to his unmarked car and put him in the back seat. With threats of reprisal rising from the soon-to-be former internal affairs investigator, Leo met Steve and Heather at the front bumper. He put a hand on Steve’s shoulder. “Like old times. Thanks for telling me to see who IA would send so I could check phone records.”

      “I never cared for internal affairs investigators.”

      Steve smelled the air. “Is it all right if we email statements to you? The odor of wet ashes is drifting this way.”

      “Go ahead and leave. The captain’s waiting on me to call. I’m not sure if he wants me to transport Palmer back to Houston or let the locals handle him.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “Keep as low of a profile as you can. Palmer’s arrest is going to put egg on the face of internal affairs. You don’t want those sharks circling you. If it were me, I’d call the locals then tell the captain I suggested you look at more of Bucky’s phone calls. I’m sure I’m not the only active or former cop he’s tried to intimidate.”

      Leo nodded. “The arson took place here. It makes sense the locals should get the credit. I haven’t read Palmer his rights yet, so he’s only detained.”

      Heather spoke up. “I didn’t hear you arrest him.”

      “All I heard was he’s being detained,” said Steve.

      Heather added, “Tell the arresting officers to call me for witness statements. We’re headed back to our office.”

      After parting words, Heather and Steve were soon headed north on I-45. Steve broke the silence. “Have you noticed how many distractions we’ve had?”

      “I haven’t thought about it, but you’re right. One thing after the next has kept us from bearing down on this case.”

      “Let’s refocus and get serious.”

      “I’ve scheduled interviews with the three high school seniors this evening. Luke, LaShawn, and Janie said they couldn’t come to our office until six thirty.”

      Steve responded with a grunt and remained silent.

      Miles clicked by and they made it to the parking lot of the McBlythe building without speaking. Heather’s phone rang as she pulled into her reserved parking space.

      “Hello, handsome,” said Heather after seeing Jack’s name on the caller ID.

      “Big news. The cops found traces of blood in the bed of Rusty Brigs’s truck. I’m glad he’s not my client.”

      Heather said, “No blood in Clay’s truck, but blood in Rusty’s. I’m also glad Rusty isn’t your client. He’s toast.”

      She heard Steve whisper, “It’s not that simple.”
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      Heather spoke to Steve as the elevator whisked them to the fourth floor of her office building. “Why doesn’t the discovery of blood in the bed of Rusty’s truck mean the case is over? He had motive, means, opportunity, and a long history of convictions.”

      Metal doors slid open, and Steve stepped into the hallway. “I can’t explain it other than to say, my gut is telling me this case doesn’t want us to solve it.”

      The statement stopped Heather in her tracks. “You lost me. How can a case not want to be solved?”

      Steve countered with, “Tell me you haven’t noticed the conspiracy of circumstances that keeps us from focusing on the case.” One at a time, he held up a finger. “First, Bucky publishes my stories, which causes you to get involved and hire Constance Banks to file lawsuits.” He held up another finger. “Bella makes a surprise visit long before she planned to.”

      Heather shook her head. “Bella doesn’t count as a distraction. She’s helping us with the case.”

      “I’ll grant you that much, but my point is, her coming was unexpected and led to a complication.”

      “What complication?”

      “Not only what, but who… Rusty. I had to devise a plan that put Bella, you, and others in danger.”

      “But that plan may have solved the case.”

      Steve shook his head. “It’s not that simple. There’s too much deception from others.”

      “Who?”

      “Let me finish answering the question of circumstances that have kept us from devoting ourselves to the murder case.”

      Heather realized he had a point to make and wanted her to hear him out. With jaw set and feet spread shoulder-length apart, he said, “Next. Bucky comes to my condo and assaults me.”

      A fresh surge of anger shot through Heather. “And you didn’t tell me about it.”

      Steve ignored her and carried on. “You and I get our wires crossed and Constance doesn’t temporarily drop the civil action against Bucky. He retaliates by setting fire to my condo, which affects both of us.”

      “That problem was quickly solved.”

      “Distractions,” said Steve in a firm voice. “We’re talking about a conspiracy of distractions. I recruited Leo to find out about Bucky after he assaulted me. He did that on the down-low until Bucky mixed gasoline with fire and had two Houston cops lined up to lie for him. The captain took the information to an assistant chief who brought in internal affairs.” He shifted his weight to his other foot. “What are the chances of Palmer, a crooked internal affairs detective, coming to investigate a case involving Bucky?”

      Heather shrugged. “I’ll admit it seems unlikely.”

      Steve pursed his lips into a straight line. “I’m normally a guy who deals in facts and evidence, but I’m telling you, this case is unique. We have to push all these distractions aside and drill down until we find our killer.”

      Heather thought for a few seconds before responding. “We also need to find out why.”

      “We won’t solve it standing here in the hall. Let’s see what this evening brings when we interview Luke, LaShawn, and Janie.”

      Steve had memorized the steps to their office a long time ago. He waited until the door closed behind them before speaking. “Just because there was blood found in Rusty’s truck doesn’t mean it’s April’s. The DNA tests will take time. Meanwhile, I think Detective Blake will believe she has the killer and won’t pursue other possibilities.”

      “Why don’t you think Rusty killed her?”

      “He received a different kind of education during his two trips to prison. Rusty knows what it takes to remove all traces of blood from the bed of his truck. If nothing else, he’d have set fire to it. From the way Bella described the old beater, the loss would have been minimal, and he makes good money for a replacement. He’s too clever to hang on to something that would put him back in prison for the next thirty-plus years.”

      “Are you saying you believe someone set him up to take the fall for April’s death?”

      Steve settled into his chair. “Let’s proceed as if that’s the case. If additional evidence surfaces, we can always change our minds.”

      As expected, a stack of notes related to business ventures waited for her. She’d need to do some serious delegating if she expected to give much thought to the evening’s interviews.

      Her personal assistant came through the door and took long strides to cover the distance to where Heather was separating the notes into piles. The PA’s first words were, “You smell like smoke. Do you want to shower and change before I give my report?”

      “No time. Let’s get to work.”

      One by one, Heather read the notes, delegated what she could to her staff, and made six phone calls for issues she needed to deal with personally. She skipped lunch while Steve had a deli sandwich delivered. He left half of it uneaten—a sure sign he was struggling to make sense of the case.

      The hours slipped by as she solved problems and took action to prevent others. Steve sat in silence at his desk. She occasionally wondered if he had nodded off to sleep. It wasn’t unusual for him to confirm her suspicion with light, sonorous expulsions of breath, but they didn’t last long. He called them his brain breaks.

      The vibe of the office changed at five o’clock when her clerical staff left for the day. To her, five in the afternoon was just another number on the clock. She and Steve would leave after they interviewed the three teenagers. The reluctant teens might divulge information that confirms Rusty’s guilt. Then again, they might know very little about him.

      Bella arrived a short time after the secretaries and receptionist departed. As usual, she walked with a spring in her step and a bright smile parting her lips. “Adam said he’s cooking something special but wouldn’t tell me what it is.”

      Heather stretched. “Does he know we may not be home until late?”

      “I told him. He said it would be something he could keep warm.”

      Bella changed the subject. “How are we going to handle the interviews?”

      Steve took over. “I want you to put the three teens in the interview room by themselves. We’re going to watch how they interact when they think no one is watching. After that, we’ll interview them one at a time.”

      “Let’s make sure we’re all on the same page,” said Heather as she looked at Bella. “What reason did you give the teens for coming here tonight?”

      “I laid it on thick,” said Bella with a trickle of conspiracy in her words. “They’ll arrive with the expectation of doing pretend interviews with the press and public. I told them they needed to act like the celebrities they might become and have opinions on current events.”

      “That’s brilliant,” said Heather. “That way we can weave in questions about April’s murder.”

      “It was Steve’s idea.”

      An incoming text concerning the lake project put an end to Heather’s conversation. As usual, phone calls continued to pester her like mosquitoes at a nudist colony. At six fifteen she sent all messages to voicemail and focused on the questions she’d ask the teens. Ten minutes later, Luke Paulson and LaShawn Moody arrived at the same time.

      Heather and Bella met them in the receptionist’s outer office. “Did you two ride together?” asked Bella.

      LaShawn swaggered toward her. “Nah, we met in the parking lot. We both have our own cars.”

      “They’re sort of like real cars,” said Luke. “More like wind-up toys from a garage sale. I have what used to be a Corolla until the first two letters broke off. Now I drive a ‘rolla.’ It fits ’cause she once rolled over on her side. She still drives, so I guess I shouldn’t complain.”

      LaShawn was quick to respond. “At least you have a cool story to go along with the new name. The badge on my relic of a Mustang lost a letter in a car wash. The s went down the drain. Now I drive a Mutang.”

      Luke shot back, “You’re lucky you have anything to drive after totaling two nice cars.”

      “That’s what my dad says,” he scoffed.

      Bella put an end to the banter. “Ms. McBlythe will show you to the same room where we did the photo shoot. We’re still waiting for Janie to arrive.”

      The two young men looked at each other with raised eyebrows. “Are you sure she’s coming?” asked LaShawn.

      “She said she’d be here,” said Bella.

      Heather wondered why the two young men looked on with skepticism.

      LaShawn shook his head. “I hope she can get away from her prison guard.”

      Bella asked a question using only her raised eyebrows.

      “Her mother,” said Luke. “We call her that for a reason.”

      Before he could explain, the door jerked open. In walked a scowling woman with a mane of jet-black hair. “Where’s Janie?”
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      Heather and Bella were at a loss for words, but not Steve. “You must be Janie’s mother. My name is Steve Smiley.”

      Bella took over. “Your daughter has an incredible presence in photos. She’s a natural model for sportswear. Did she show you the proofs?”

      Veronica shot back. “It must have slipped her mind.” Her eyes narrowed. “I gave my permission for her to take part, but only to take pictures. What’s this meeting about and why wasn’t I notified?”

      Heather nodded to Bella, who took the hint. “LaShawn, why don’t you and Luke go down to the room where we did the photo shoot? I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      “Stop!” said Veronica. “Why are they here?”

      Bella issued a wide smile. “They’re here to discuss future photo shoots, how to respond to the press, and what to expect from their future fans. Would you like to see Janie’s photos now?”

      “No.”

      Heather took over. “They’re fabulous. Janie has such a presence in front of a camera. Believe me, she has that something special that catches people’s attention. It’s a quality that can’t be described, but for those who have it, it’s pure gold.”

      “What do you mean?”

      While Heather sprayed compliments, she opened her tablet and pulled up photos from the shoot. Meanwhile, Steve went into a coughing spasm and dropped his cane. Bella herded the two young men out the door while Veronica was distracted.

      Heather never skipped a beat. “Look at Janie’s eyes. They have so much mystery in them. From a sales point of view, that translates into marketing gold. There are so many pretty girls her age, but there’s something unique in Janie’s eyes. It makes potential buyers want to go on a hike with her and wonder where she’ll take them.” She flipped to the next shot. “And look at her wearing this fall jacket, and her expression. She has a secret that she wants to share with whoever is looking at her.”

      “My daughter doesn’t keep secrets from me. I don’t permit it.”

      “Of course not,” said Heather. “What I’m saying is, she communicates without words. That’s what I meant by advertising gold. That ability can mean real money to Janie.”

      Veronica lifted her chin and tilted her head. “How much, and what are we talking about in terms of time commitment? She’s going to get a full-time job after she graduates, then go on to college in the fall. I’ll not tolerate any distractions.”

      Heather asked, “What if I said she could earn thousands of dollars and only do photo shoots on school breaks and in the summers?”

      Veronica raised dark eyebrows in question. “Is that possible?”

      “Of course it is. Look at her.” Heather kept scrolling through the photos. “I heard Bella say something about a two-year contract.”

      Steve broke into the conversation. “Why don’t you and Veronica stay in here and discuss details? I’ll step out and leave you two alone.”

      “Hold on,” said Veronica. “How do I know this isn’t a scam?”

      Heather went to her desk and pulled out a checkbook. She returned to the table and spoke as she wrote. “I know you have to be careful these days. To prove we’re not trying to scam you, I’m willing to give you a good-faith payment of a thousand dollars. If you and Janie negotiate a contract with Bella, this is yours to keep.”

      Veronica thought for a minute. “Make it two thousand, and Janie has nothing to do with the negotiations.”

      “Fifteen-hundred,” said Heather. She added, “As a reminder, Janie is an adult and can enter into a contract with or without your permission. Bella and her company don’t want to cause friction between you and your daughter, but this is business we’re talking about. As an attorney, I’m telling you, the contract won’t be binding if Janie doesn’t agree to it.”

      Veronica’s eyes shifted from left to right. Her words remained harsh and demanding. “I do all the negotiating and Janie will sign it.”

      Steve broke in. “It seems we’re on the right track. Bella and Veronica will hammer out the details. Heather will write the contract, give it to Veronica and Janie will sign it.”

      “I don’t trust anyone. I want my attorney to review it, and I insist Janie gets enough money to pay for all the things she’ll need in college.”

      Heather knew Steve was up to something. She could have put together a contract in no time and had it signed that night. He wanted to delay the signing. Why?

      Heather turned to Veronica. “After you and Bella come to terms, I’ll give you this check. It will take me a day or two to write the contract.”

      “I want it now.”

      “The contract or the check?” asked Heather.

      “The check for fifteen-hundred dollars.”

      “All right,” said Heather. “I’ll give you the check, but I won’t sign it until you agree on the details of the contract. You’ll leave with it tonight.”

      Veronica huffed, “You’re a tough negotiator.”

      She gave a half-smile. “You’re not so bad, yourself.”

      Heather tore the unsigned check out of the bound book of checks and handed it to Veronica. “I’ll send Bella in so you two can hammer out the details,” said Heather. She took Steve by the hand and left her office.

      She leaned into Steve and whispered, “How do you think Bella will do with her?”

      “Better than you. If you’d stood your ground, she would have agreed to a thousand bucks. I did some checking on Veronica. She’s in debt.”

      “How bad?”

      “Not horrible, but without Janie getting a full ride to college and earning her own money, she won’t make it without a huge pile of student loans. Mom doesn’t have the wherewithal or the inclination to help her.”

      “Should we tell Bella?”

      “Her company told her how much she could spend on models. She’ll do fine.”

      The door opened to the hallway and Janie walked in. “Is this where I’m supposed to be?”

      Heather took a step toward her. “Hello, Janie. LaShawn and Luke are already here. Let’s go to where they’re waiting. Bella’s going to be tied up in a meeting with your mother.”

      Janie’s face dropped as fear shone in her dark eyes.

      Steve said, “Drop me off in the spare office.”

      The three exited the main office and walked down the hallway until they came to the door leading into the room with the one-way glass.

      “Here you are, Steve,” said Heather. He waited to open the door until she deposited Janie into the room where the photo shoots took place. In a matter of seconds, she was back with Steve, who’d found a chair and sat listening to the conversation of the three teens.

      LaShawn was speaking as Heather looked through the glass. “Does your mom know you’re here?”

      “She caught me… again. I tried to tell her I was going to the library tonight, but she kept hammering away at me until I told her I wanted to go to the library but had to come here first. She made me ride my bicycle.”

      “In the dark?” asked Luke.

      “Punishment for trying to deceive her.”

      “Bummer,” said LaShawn. “What’s she going to do when you go off to college?”

      “She’ll probably find another loser to hook up with.”

      “She can really pick ’em,” said Luke.

      “Tell me about it.”

      Steve spoke softly from where he sat. “This is some good stuff.”

      Heather gave a soft, “Uh-huh.”

      Heather took note of what Janie was wearing. Apparently LaShawn did, too. He asked, “Isn’t that the outfit you wore during the photo shoot?”

      “It’s one of them. Do you like it?”

      Luke responded before LaShawn had a chance to. “What does it matter? You’re only interested in what one guy thinks.”

      “Do you think he’ll like it?”

      “Sure. He likes anything you wear.”

      LaShawn cupped his chin in his hand. “I don’t know. I think he’d like to see you in a white wedding dress instead of a red yoga outfit.”

      Janie giggled. “I can’t wait until he gets his wish.”

      “Before you go to college?”

      “The week before it starts, if everything goes according to my plan.” She took in a deep breath and let it out in a worried huff. “He thinks it’s best if we wait until after summer. And I still have to make valedictorian to make college a reality.”

      “You’re home free with that,” said Luke. “April’s murder pretty well assured you of it. You two were running neck and neck, but I was rooting for you.”

      “I’m not taking any chances of blowing it. It’s back to the books when I get home tonight.” She looked around the room. “Bella told me why she wanted to see us tonight. Did she tell you?”

      LaShawn straightened his shoulders and raised his chin. “She wants to offer me a six-figure contract as the next male super model.”

      “You wish,” said Luke.

      LaShawn shrugged. “A guy can dream.”

      The subject changed to gossip about friends and teachers. Heather turned to Steve. “Do you know who Janie’s mystery man is?”

      Instead of answering directly, he said, “Go check on Bella and Veronica. Let’s get the prison guard and Janie home as quick as possible. Miss Polk needs to hit the books; we don’t want to ruin her wedding plans.”

      Heather went to her office and quickly returned to the soundproof room. “Bella and Veronica have a deal. Do you want to come back to the office or stay here?”

      “I’ll stay. It’s been a long time since I heard high schoolers talk. It’s making me realize how out of touch I am with this generation.”

      “You don’t want to hear the discussion between Janie and her mother?”

      “Veronica will be in a good mood. She’s probably counting the dollars and thinking about ways to spend them all.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. She’ll have a rude awakening when Janie marries and her husband helps her stand on her own two feet.”

      “It may not take that long. Often all it takes is a little taste of freedom to help a person find their backbone,” said Steve.

      Heather let the comment pass and left the room. She looked over the agreement, making sure it didn’t mention Janie’s mother. When Veronica objected again, Heather told her if she wanted her fifteen-hundred dollar check signed, she’d abide by the terms of their verbal agreement.

      Heather sent Steve a text, asking him to bring Janie.

      The verbal jousting continued until Steve and Janie came into the office. Steve must have explained the situation to Janie before they came through the office door.

      Janie sat beside Veronica and placed her hand on her mother’s arm. “Mom, listen to me. I took business law last year so I know about how this works. I’m the employee, not you. And I’m considered an adult. Even without your name on the contract, you have full access to my bank account. That means whatever I make is yours to spend.”

      Veronica looked like she’d taken a large bite out of a lime. “What about future deposits?”

      “Same thing,” said Janie. “The checks have to be made out to me because I’m the employee.” She waited until her mother turned her head, then gave Heather a wink. Both of them knew all Janie had to do was open a new account at whatever bank she chose. It apparently didn’t occur to Veronica that her daughter was miles ahead of her, with her own plans for the money she’d earn.

      Bella and Heather walked mother and daughter to the elevator and bid them a good night. Bella maintained a wide smile that remained until the sound of the elevator descending seemed to pull her lips together.

      “What an awful mother. If she has her way, Janie will work for her benefit the rest of her life.”

      Heather hooked her arm in Bella’s and gave her a gentle tug. “You don’t need to worry about Janie. She’s a bright young woman with a plan. Her mother will get fifteen-hundred dollars, but she’ll lose her daughter if she tries to get more.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “If I’m not mistaken, Janie already has another bank account her mother doesn’t know about.”

      “Good,” she said with a firm shake of her head. “That’s one less thing for me to worry about.”

      When Bella said she wouldn’t worry about Janie, Heather knew she meant it. She could put things out of her mind and move on to the next thing with amazing speed. She proved it by asking, “What’s next?”

      “We need to interview the two young men separately. Let’s check with Steve and see how he wants to do it.”

      They arrived in the observation room in time to hear LaShawn say, “What’s taking so long? I have an overdue paper to turn in tomorrow and Mr. Finkbinder is on to me about copying from Wikipedia.”

      “Just Google the topic, find three sources and mix up the sentences. Old Fink only checks Wikipedia.”

      Steve stood. “Let’s take Luke first, before he corrupts LaShawn more than he already is.” He unfolded his collapsible cane. “Bella, are you going to offer him a contract?”

      “One year only.”

      “Good. Don’t tell him until you get to the office. After you do that, Heather and I will take over.”

      “You sound serious.”

      “It’s time to scare some truth out of the children.”
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      Bella ushered Luke into Heather and Steve’s office and seated him in a chair on the long side of the conference table. Heather, Steve, and Bella sat facing him with plenty of space between themselves—so much space that Luke had to turn his head whenever a question from a different person came at him. Steve sat directly in front of him, with Heather off to his left and Bella to the right.

      “Luke,” said Bella. His head turned to face her. “I’m pleased to tell you I’m ready to offer you a one-year contract as a model. There is, however, one caveat. My agency only hires models of high moral character and who can communicate effectively with the public. This interview, while usually only a formality, is the last step before we talk money.”

      Steve added, “You’ll be representing a company known for honesty and integrity. Please don’t waste our time by giving false or incomplete answers.”

      Heather knew this was stretching the truth, but Luke and LaShawn wouldn’t know. It was Steve’s idea that Bella begin both interviews with her memorized preamble.

      Bella continued after taking a breath, “Because my company is so serious about our reputation, I’ve asked Mr. Smiley and Ms. McBlythe to assist me in verifying you’re a person of outstanding character. Do you understand?”

      “Uh… I guess so.”

      Heather took over. “Relax. Steve and I may both be former police detectives, but we’re not here to cost you a modeling job. All you have to do is tell the truth.”

      “From here on, treat Mr. Smiley and Ms. McBlythe like they’re reporters. I’ll be a fan of yours,” said Bella.

      Steve leaned forward and spoke with emphasis. “The press wants the truth.”

      Luke shrugged. “Sure. No problem.”

      Steve asked. “I guess a kid your age likes a beer every now and then.”

      “Huh?”

      Heather spoke in a soft voice. “When was the last time you had a beer? Please answer the question.”

      “Oh. I don’t drink.”

      Steve shook his head. “You’re off to a terrible start. Want to try again?”

      Heather spoke next, which caused Luke to turn his head toward her. “We won’t count that one against you. It’s normal for people to test us, especially young adults. They have the mistaken belief that we can’t detect simple lies. You should know that we do extensive background checks before we interview and have loads of training under our belts.”

      It was a partial truth because the various distractions during this case had kept them from boring down on background checks as deeply as they usually did.

      “If I were a reporter, I’d want to know a little about you in your own words. Tell us about yourself. Say anything you want for the next three to five minutes.”

      Luke rattled on for four minutes. He had a gift for gab and gave a fairly complete account of his childhood that included place of birth, one move from Houston to The Woodlands, parents’ occupations, participation in organized sports including a broken arm in the seventh grade, and a bothersome little sister.

      Steve waited until Luke seemed to run out of things to talk about before asking two current event questions. The first dealt with the decriminalization of shoplifting, and the second was about global warming. Luke answered both with a word-salad made up of several sentences that dodged the issues.

      “Who are you dating?” asked Steve.

      “No one.”

      “What about Janie Polk? You seem to know her pretty well, and you both want to model for the same company.”

      “We had a very brief high school thing. It was a four-week crush.”

      “Were you the one who got crushed?”

      “You could say that, but I got over her.”

      “Are you sure? She’s a beautiful young woman.”

      Luke rendered a muted laugh. “She’s so far out of my league, I’d need a telescope to see her.”

      Steve didn’t waste a second. “What about April Brewer? I heard through the news she was your age. In fact, she went to your school. Did you ever date her?”

      Luke rocked back in his chair. “April? I couldn’t believe it when they found her. We didn’t see her for a while, then there was a big search. Everyone had a different idea of what happened to her.”

      “What did you think?”

      Luke raked his hair with his fingertips. “Man, it blew my mind. She liked to have a good time, but she was way too focused to run away.”

      Steve said, “Sounds like you knew her pretty well.”

      “I guess,” Luke shrugged. “She was beautiful, fun, and really knew how to dance.”

      Heather took her turn. “Why didn’t you date her?”

      “She always went for older guys.”

      Steve hit him with another question. “How much older?”

      “It didn’t matter as long as they could dance.”

      “Twenty-five? Thirty? Fifty?”

      “I saw her dance once with a guy who could have been her father.”

      “Where?”

      “The Melody Barn.”

      “Tell us about the men you referred to.”

      Luke took the slack out of his posture. “There’s one guy she danced with more than the others. I’ve never spoken to him, but he’s the guy the cops arrested. I hear he works for Clay’s dad as some sort of heavy equipment operator.”

      “Is he a regular at the Melody Barn?”

      “I only go there about once a month, but when I do, he’s there. April said she liked to dance with him because no one our age was any good.” Luke seemed to look into the past. “Those two could really scoot across the floor. It was like they’d choreographed their moves.”

      “Did he also dance with women his own age?”

      “Yeah, but only if April wasn’t there.”

      “What about other high school girls?”

      “He’d dance with anyone, but only to see if they were any good.”

      Luke tilted his head. “I know you’re pretending to interview me like reporters, but what does this have to do with modeling sportswear?”

      Heather broke in. “There’s a reason for every question. The last group of questions was to test you on current local events. Please answer his question.”

      Her justification seemed to satisfy Luke. He continued, “He’d scope out all the women and pick out those who looked like they could keep up with him. Otherwise, he sat at the bar.”

      Steve took his turn again. “Did you ever see him leave with anyone, or did he stay until the place closed?”

      Luke’s eyes shifted to look at a spot where the wall met the ceiling behind Steve. “Now that you mention it, I can’t remember a time when I saw him leave before I did. Even when I stayed until closing, he was still there.”

      In a sudden shift, Steve asked, “When was the last time you smoked a joint?”

      The hesitation was too long. Luke rolled his eyes and let out a breath of resignation. “This may cost me a sweet contract, but I smoked one on my way here. I was a bundle of nerves and needed to mellow out.”

      “What about other drugs?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Never?”

      “No way. My dad sat me down when I was in the seventh grade and told me he knew I’d experiment with alcohol and weed. He didn’t exactly give me permission, but said there’d be a death in the family if I did anything else. It worked. He gave me enough rope to test out what he called the forbidden fruits of my youth.”

      Heather took over, which caused Luke to turn his head and shift his gaze to her. “We understand you and LaShawn were good friends with Clay Cockrell. What happened to that friendship?”

      Luke stammered before his words solidified. “He graduated before us. We used to be the three amigos, but I guess things change after graduation. He’s working long hours, and me and LaShawn are coasting out of high school and going to college in the fall.”

      Heather believed him when Luke said they were coasting, but said, “Going to college is a good plan. I think it will help the sportswear company see you as a young man wanting to make something of himself.”

      Steve turned to face Bella and gave his head a nod to show he had no further questions. Heather did the same.

      Bella issued a wide smile. “You’ve passed the interview. Since you’re eighteen, you can sign the contract. However, I recommend you take it home and have your parents read it. They may want to consult an attorney, which is fine. I’ll give you a week to have it back to me. Call if you have questions.”

      Luke left the office smiling, carrying a file folder with his one-year contract to model. Steve mumbled a word of parting while Bella and Heather congratulated him.

      Heather wondered what Steve heard that caused him to retreat deep within himself. Her thoughts shifted to April and Rusty’s relationship. Did the ex-con want more from the high school senior than dancing? Things weren’t looking good for Rusty.

      Bella retrieved LaShawn, who sauntered in with his curly black hair puffing out from the sides and back of a flat-billed baseball cap. His baggy jeans sagged over designer high-topped athletic shoes. A slouchy sweatshirt emblazoned with the logo of Bella’s company completed the expensive outfit.

      Heather offered her comment on his attire. “You wore that outfit in the photo shoot. It looks good on you. How do you think it will sell?”

      “There’s definitely a demand for the look. The logo on the sweatshirt isn’t edgy enough for those wanting the full gangster look, but the cap, pants, and shoes are spot on.”

      Bella gave a nod of agreement. “The big money is in the shoes and pants. We’re trying to appeal to the somewhat conservative parents who want to compromise with their teens on what, or who, appears on the shirts and hats.”

      As with Luke, Bella explained the purpose of the interview and how it would be role playing between two reporters, a fan and LaShawn. She also told LaShawn this would be the last step to get a one-year modeling contract. Steve opened up with a few softball questions, which LaShawn fielded with no problem. The young man showed himself to be articulate and self-assured without sounding arrogant.

      The tone of the questions changed when Steve leaned forward. “Bella’s company places high value on moral character. I understand you’re good friends with Clay Cockrell, who is currently a suspect in a murder case. Is that right?”

      LaShawn stammered out, “We’re not… we used to be… we were closer before he graduated.”

      “I understand he put off going to college. Bella’s company also values people who know what they want and stick to a plan. With friends like Clay, there may be some concern you could make bad choices too.”

      “But I… I wouldn’t.”

      “Why do you think he changed his mind about college? From what we know of his parents, they have enough money to pay his way to any school he wants to attend.”

      LaShawn looked down at his hands and shrugged. “Clay’s a real tight-lipped guy.”

      Heather said, “This isn’t the time or place to follow his example. What are your plans for college?”

      The young man looked up and said, “That all depends. I’ll go, but my mom forgot to plant money trees.”

      “What if you get a nice contract to model sportswear?”

      LaShawn flashed a wide smile of perfect teeth. “That would go a long way to me going somewhere besides a junior college.”

      “What do you want to study?” asked Bella.

      The reply came back without hesitation. “Accounting. I’m good with numbers and I like business. You can keep the humanities.”

      It was Steve’s turn to pepper him with another question. “Where are you working now?”

      “I keep the books for a guy who owns a couple of local car washes.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Uh… Mr. Clayton.”

      Heather said nothing but remembered an old social media post Briann had uncovered. Clay owned two car washes. Perhaps LaShawn was managing them for him.

      Steve moved on before she could ask. “Are you involved in a serious romantic relationship?”

      The smile came back full-force. “I have big plans for my life. I’ll start looking for the right woman in my third year of college. Until then, I’m content hanging with a group.”

      Heather took her turn. “I did the same thing, except I waited until I was over thirty. I made it a practice not to date anyone over three times.”

      “That’s so cool. I thought I was the only one who didn’t think they had to be married by the time they were twenty-one.”

      Steve changed the subject. “Up to now, there’ve been two men taken into custody for the murder of April Brewer. One is a man named Rusty Brigs, and the other is your friend Clay Cockrell.”

      The smile disappeared and LaShawn shot back, “It wasn’t Clay.”

      “We know he dated April.”

      “That’s ancient history.”

      “He discovered the body.”

      “So? He didn’t put her there.”

      “How can you be so sure? You say you’re not in close touch with him anymore. He might have changed since you stopped hanging with him.”

      Fists clenched. “I know Clay better than anyone. He had nothing to do with April’s death. The police have the right guy locked up. Everyone at school knows Rusty and April met up at the Melody Barn on the weekends. He’s also an ex-con. Two trips to the pen, both for violent crimes.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Heather.

      “Luke found out and is taking action to make sure the guy goes back to prison.”

      “Taking action? What action? Be specific.”

      The bill on LaShawn’s cap dipped and returned three quick times. “Luke’s good at stirring up people when he puts his mind to it. He started by organizing a bunch of us at school to write emails to the sheriff. They complained about the violent ex-con who could come to the Melody Barn and hit on high school girls. A YouTuber who hates cops heard about it and made a video that’s gone viral. The sheriff told the guy to go back to Houston and mind his own business. That played right into Luke’s plan. It made the cops look like they didn’t care about April being killed.”

      Steve broke in. “I thought Luke’s interest in April ended a long time ago?”

      LaShawn snorted out his nose. “Don’t let nobody fool ya’. Luke burned like a blowtorch for April. He couldn’t stand to see her dance with that Rusty dude.”

      “What about Clay? Was his candle still burning for April?”

      Before the bemused young man could answer, Heather quickly asked, “We’re hearing talk you and Janie Polk had something going on.”

      LaShawn snapped back, “You heard wrong.”

      Steve added, “I think you’d like to go off to college with her.”

      The laugh shot out of LaShawn. He didn’t elaborate on what made him explode in laughter.

      Steve asked, “Were Clay and Janie Polk a better match?”

      “Yeah, but it didn’t matter. No one in their right mind would try to get past her mother.”

      “She can’t be that bad,” said Steve.

      “Wanna bet?” said LaShawn with a challenge in his tone. “She has an app on Janie’s phone and sometimes checks it several times an hour. She also has another tracking device in Janie’s car that pinpoints her location. Janie has to ask permission to use her own car except to go to school. When she goes anywhere, her mom knows where she is, how many miles it should take to get there and back, and how long it should take. Any deviation and Janie loses the car for two weeks. Her mom didn’t even buy it for her; Janie bought it with her own money.”

      Steve shook his head. “That’s tough. How did Janie earn the money to buy a car?”

      “Her mom got her on as a bar backer at the Melody Barn.”

      “Speaking of Janie’s mom. Does she ever break away from the bar and dance with customers?”

      Another laugh came from LaShawn. “Prison guards don’t dance.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “She’s too busy watching Janie.”

      “Does Clay ever come to the Melody Barn?”

      “Never. He’s too busy earning money.”

      Steve laced his fingers together. “The cops first thought Clay killed April and he’s still a suspect. Why don’t you believe he did?”

      The question took the smile off LaShawn’s face. “Anyone with half a brain knows Clay couldn’t harm anyone.”

      “Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

      “Both,” snapped LaShawn.

      “You sound angry,” said Steve. “Explain why.”

      LaShawn’s smile returned, but it lacked sincerity. “Clay and I might not be as tight as we once were, but I’d bet anything he had nothing to do with killing April.” He paused. “The question I have is, who tried to set him up?”

      Steve’s face was an unreadable mask. “I’ve been asking myself that same question.” He made a steeple out of his index fingers while resting his chin on his thumbs.

      Heather knew he’d finished his questions and gave a nod to Bella that the interview was over.

      “Congratulations, LaShawn,” said Bella. “You passed the interview. You did very well under pressure, which is what we were really testing you on. I look forward to working with you this year.”

      Heather remained seated while Bella and LaShawn completed their business and he left.

      Once the door clicked shut, Heather said, “That was interesting. What did you learn?”

      Steve shifted in his chair. “Clay’s lucky to have a friend like LaShawn.”

      Heather’s phone rang. The screen showed the name and she announced, “It’s Loretta Blake.”

      Steve said, “She’s going to tell you that the blood in Rusty’s truck belongs to April Brewer.”
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      “Hi, Loretta,” said Heather. “Steve believes there’s a blood match.”

      “There is, and that isn’t all. Not only was it April’s blood on Rusty’s truck, but we searched his mobile home and found a shovel under his porch. Forensics has it, and there’s blood on it, too. They’re also matching the dirt from the grave he dug.”

      “Do you have a confession?”

      “Not yet, and he’s not talking.”

      “Can you let us know if he tries to make a deal with the DA?”

      “There won’t be any deals on this one. Rusty’s been stalking April for months at the Melody Barn. We’re lining up a full dance hall of witnesses.”

      Heather offered her congratulations to Loretta and ended the call. Her phone buzzed again before she could ask Steve if he wanted to continue the investigation or not.

      The call needed to be taken in private. Heather stood and walked toward the door to her tiny apartment. “Excuse me, while I handle this call.” With long strides, she made for the bedroom, threw open the door, and shut it behind her. “Hold on a minute.”

      Heather went into the bathroom, closed the door, and ran water in the sink. “Sorry, Kate. I didn’t know if you wanted to keep this call from Steve or not.”

      Heather checked her makeup in the bathroom mirror as she pressed the phone hard against her ear. The call from Kate had taken her by surprise and she didn’t want Steve distracted. Like two horseshoe-shaped magnets, sometimes the attraction between Kate and Steve was strong, but when circumstances changed the polarity, they pushed each other away. And she never knew which way their relationship was going.

      Kate asked, “Is this a bad time to call?”

      “Not anymore. We just learned the police seem satisfied they have the killer in the murder case we’ve been working on. The evidence is overwhelming.”

      “What does Steve think?”

      “He’s shifted into his silent, contemplative mode. I’m getting the impression he believes there’s another layer I’m not seeing.”

      “That tells me what I need to know. I’m coming to Houston next week to give a formal statement to Constance Banks. Steve isn’t returning her phone calls, so I’ll steer clear of him.”

      “Oh, snap! I’d love to see you, and I know Bella would, too.”

      “Hold that thought. Let me tell you what progress I’ve made with Constance. I sent her my copies of the manuscripts Steve wrote that I critiqued and edited. Those and my testimony will prove the works are originals from Steve. I’ve also put the word out in the writer community that Bucky Franklin stole Steve’s works and published them. His reputation is mud.”

      “Good. Did Constance tell you about the fire?”

      “What fire?”

      “It started in Steve’s condo, but it got mine, too.”

      “No! Are you two all right?”

      “We weren’t home and we’re collecting on the insurance. I’ve leased a large home much closer to work. It was a short-term rental and came fully furnished. Steve has his own private living area.”

      “What about Max? Was he injured?”

      “He hid in my closet until the fire department broke down my door. It took a while to find him and get him out of a very tall tree. He hisses every time he passes the fireplace in the den.”

      “How did the fire start?”

      “We have our friend Bucky Franklin to thank for that.”

      An audible gasp came through the phone followed by, “Is he in jail?”

      “Out on bond.”

      Heather considered telling her about Bucky assaulting Steve with hot coffee but decided against it. Instead, she gave a piece of good news. “Did you know Bella and Adam are staying with us?”

      “That’s wonderful. I feel horrible about missing their wedding, but when I heard you and Steve were also working on a murder case, I knew I’d made the right decision.”

      “Plan on spending at least one night with us when you come.”

      Several seconds of silence followed. “I’d so love to see you and Bella, but I don’t know if staying with you is such a good idea. You know how Steve is when he’s working a case.”

      “The case is all but over. If you’re not coming until next week, the coast will be clear.”

      Kate hesitated again. “Are you sure you have enough room?”

      “More than enough, with extra rooms to spare.”

      “I’ll come for one night, but only if the case is done and dusted.”

      “Perfect. We’ll take you to where I’m building our future lakeside homes.”

      “Stop,” said Kate. “Too much sensory overload. Don’t tell me about your new homes until I’m there.”

      Heather watched herself in the mirror as a smile parted her lips. “I can’t wait to see you again, Kate. I jumped for joy when I heard you were going to be Steve’s editor and coach again.”

      “This time it will be a formal business arrangement. I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding.”

      “Agreed,” said Heather. They traded salutations and Heather left the room with a smile on her face.

      Steve stood. “I’m starving.”

      “Nothing new about that,” said Heather and Bella at the same time. Bella then asked, “Where do you want to eat?”

      “What day is it?”

      “Does it matter?” asked Bella.

      “Not really. Let’s get a burger and head home.”
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      The week passed with Heather spending little time on the case while Steve didn’t call or text her. She arrived home early Friday with the satisfaction of a wonderful week’s work under her belt. The project was on schedule and budget. She knew that could change at any moment, and likely would, but for now, all was good.

      Steve met her in the kitchen with an impish smile pulling up one corner of his top lip. “My taste buds have a hankering for a chopped brisket sandwich, and I wouldn’t say no to a two-step around a dance floor. Why don’t you call your dance partner and tell him to meet us at the Melody Barn? Make sure he brings Briann. I need someone to dance with.”

      Heather’s jaw dropped as she traded glances with Bella, who squealed with delight. “What a great idea. Believe it or not, Adam is a wonderful dancer. I didn’t expect that from a confirmed introvert.”

      Steve walked toward his apartment. “Don’t underestimate us strong, silent types. You can make your phone call from the car.”

      Bella said, “Adam has another hour’s worth of work. We’ll meet you there.”

      It wasn’t long before Heather had changed and was cranking the engine of her SUV. With Steve beside her, she called Jack. “Hey, handsome. Have you and Briann eaten yet?”

      “She wants pizza again, and I told her no. I’m only good for three times a week and there’s still the college and pro basketball games to watch tonight.”

      “Good. Put on your boots and meet us at the Melody Barn.”

      “Is this a celebration because the cops nailed a murder charge to Rusty?”

      Heather searched for an answer and came up with something to goad Steve. “You-know-who is acting weird. He wants a brisket sandwich and to dust the cobwebs off his dancing boots.”

      “Hmmm. I’m intrigued. The only time I ever saw him dance was at Bella and Adam’s wedding. One dance with Bella was all he had in him.”

      Steve cut into the conversation. “I don’t want to show up you amateurs. Your egos are far too fragile.”

      Jack shot back, “That’s big talk. I think Heather and I can give you a run for your money.”

      Steve rose to the challenge. “Briann and I will put you two to shame, and I’ll do it with my eyes closed.”

      Jack shouted, “Briann, change into jeans and boots! We’re going for barbecue and a dance contest. Me and Heather against you and Steve.”

      Briann must have been nearby. She responded with, “You and Heather are going down. Steve’s an outstanding dancer.”

      “He is?” said Heather and Jack at the same time.

      Jack followed up with, “How do you know?”

      “He’s been teaching me when you two go on your dates and he comes over here. At first it made me mad you didn’t trust me, but he said dancing builds self-confidence, plus I won’t embarrass myself when I date.”

      Jack cleared his throat. “You’ll have many years to practice with Steve before you’re ready to date.”

      Briann countered with, “Middle school dances start next year.”

      Jack and Heather groaned at the same time. The call ended. At times like this, Heather wondered if she had it in her to deal with a teenager. At least she wasn’t living with Briann full-time like Jack was. Sometimes, the postponed engagement looked like a blessing.

      Steve’s chuckle brought her to the realization that she’d been mumbling to herself. She refocused on the road. “If you and Briann are better dancers than Jack and I, something’s seriously wrong.”

      “I’m not going for a dance contest,” said Steve in a flat voice.

      “I didn’t think so. Want to share with me the real reason?”

      “Not yet, but keep your eyes open. I’ll need you to tell me when you recognize people of interest and how they react when they see us.”

      “Anyone in particular?”

      “Any of Bella’s models, their parents, or anyone else we’ve talked to since Clay found April’s body.”

      Heather puffed out her cheeks and let out a breath. “I thought this was going to be a pleasant night of dinner and dancing. I’ll need to tell Jack I’m still working.”

      “You can tell him he’s on the clock, too. I need both of you to tell me what you’re seeing.”

      “You don’t think Rusty killed April, do you?”

      “All the evidence points to him, and that’s the problem… all the evidence.”

      “I understand what you’re saying, but without something to contradict what the police have, the district attorney has a slam-dunk case.”

      “That’s why we’re going dancing.” He paused and smiled. “I also wanted a real good barbecue sandwich and fries.”
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      Up-tempo country western music spilled into the Melody Barn’s parking lot when Heather and Steve opened their car doors. It was relatively early, the time when patrons emphasized food over adult beverages and dancing. As the night progressed, the mood, volume, and vibe would change. Boot scooters and those looking to unwind from the week’s work would take over.

      As was their custom, Steve met Heather at the front of her car with hand outstretched. She bent her right arm at the elbow, took his hand, and placed it on her forearm. Steve was the first to speak. “There’s nothing like the smell of hot grease and smoke from slow-burning pits.”

      “The wind is blowing away from us. How can you smell that?”

      He breathed deeply. “It’s swirling in the trees. I can smell beans, too.”

      Heather wove their way through three rows of parked cars. “Four steps up,” she said as they made their way to wide double doors. Once inside the cavernous building, Heather led Steve to the side of the entry area, allowing others behind them to enter. She looked down at a darker path worn into the wooden floor before taking stock of the room. “The dance floor is empty. There’s a good crowd at the picnic tables having dinner. A few people are at the bar.”

      “What about Veronica and Janie Polk? Are they behind the bar?”

      “Veronica’s pouring a draft beer. I don’t see Janie.” She paused. “Wait. Janie’s coming from a back room carrying a bucket of ice.”

      Steve lightly pressed on her arm. “Let’s go say hi to them. Slap on a smile and keep the conversation light. I’ll come back later and spend some time with Veronica.”

      Heather whispered as she took a step. “You came with a plan. What is it?”

      “Plans have a way of changing. Follow my lead.”

      “Who do you want to talk to first?”

      “Only to Veronica. We won’t be here long.”

      Heather found a spot near the beer taps with plenty of space between them and the next customers.

      Veronica made her way to them. Before she could speak, Steve said. “Veronica Polk. Is that you?”

      Her eyes narrowed and suspicion filled her reply. “How’d you know?”

      Steve tapped his nose. “It’s a sense I developed after I lost my sight. You wear just a dab or two of perfume that suits you. Most people don’t realize it, but their body chemistry affects the way colognes or perfumes smell. March ten women by me wearing the same scent you’re wearing, and I’d pick you out.”

      The explanation earned the upward curl of the corners of her mouth. It seemed to last too long, or did Heather only imagine that?

      Heather joined in, “He has the nose of a bloodhound.”

      “Not that good,” said Steve.

      “What will you two have?” asked Veronica in a sweet voice.

      Steve pursed his lips. “I think I’d better hold off until I get something on my stomach. We’re meeting some others for a celebration and I need to pace myself. I have a date to dance the night away with a beautiful young lady.”

      Heather let out a boisterous laugh. “His date is my boyfriend’s daughter; she’s twelve years old.”

      Veronica’s smile widened. “What’s the occasion?”

      “There are several things. One involves you and Janie signing the contract with Bella.”

      “I’m so glad you two decided to go forward with the contract. It’s a smart business move,” said Heather.

      Steve leaned forward. “Doesn’t surprise me a bit from a cautious woman like Veronica. Most people second-guess good fortune that seems to fall out of the sky.” He leaned back. “Isn’t that right, Heather?”

      “Absolutely. People are hard-wired to question decisions. It’s like buying a new car. As soon as you get it home, you notice minor imperfections and wonder if you made the right choice. I always wonder if I could have talked the salesperson into a better deal, even if it’s only a few dollars.”

      “Not me,” said Veronica. “But I’m curious. Did Bella really give Janie top dollar?”

      Steve waved off the question. “You made the right decision to take what she offered. I’ll be glad to explain later. In the meantime, I need to get a sandwich in my empty belly.”

      “I’ll be working all night,” said Veronica. “Come back and we’ll have a proper talk.”

      “You get a break, don’t you?”

      “I’m supposed to get fifteen minutes at eleven o’clock.”

      “Perfect. Come get me and we’ll talk while we dance.” He didn’t give her a chance to say no. “You wouldn’t deny an old blind guy a dance, would you?”

      “I rarely dance with customers, but I think I could make an exception.”

      Heather wondered how Steve had talked her into it with such ease. He placed both hands on the bar, leaned forward, and lowered his voice. “I tell you what, Veronica. Keep an eye on the dance floor. If I’m not the best blind dancer here tonight, you don’t have to dance with me.”

      This earned a full laugh, followed by, “Aren’t you the smoothest talker ever to come in here? I still want to know if I made a mistake on Janie’s contract.”

      “What if I ask Bella to add another year?”

      “Can you guarantee she’ll do it?”

      Heather answered for Steve. “What do you have to lose if Bella says no?”

      Steve held up his hand as a sign to stop. “About our dance, there’s only one catch.”

      Suspicion came like a cloud over Veronica’s face. “What’s that?”

      “I can’t lead. It’s not safe for anyone if I do.”

      “It’s a deal. I’ll come get you at eleven o’clock.”

      Heather led Steve away from the bar. She waited until she had him seated at a picnic table and she took a seat beside him. “What do you hope to learn from her?”

      “I already confirmed a couple of things.”

      Jack and Briann’s arrival prohibited Heather from finding out more. The precocious twelve-year-old plopped down beside Steve. “Are you ready to dance?”

      “Not until after we eat.”

      “Ok. Let’s order.”

      “We’re waiting for Bella and Adam.”

      “How ’bout we share an order of fries as an appetizer?”

      Steve withdrew a money clip, pulled off a bill, and handed it to Briann. “Good thinking. Make it two orders so Heather and your dad will have something to tide them over.”

      Jack pointed to a counter on the other side of the dance floor. “You order and pick up food over there. Get something to drink while you’re at it.”

      Briann unfolded her legs from the table and made for the other side of the dance floor. Her ponytail swished back and forth against her shoulders as she walked. Her jeans were tight over thin legs, giving her the look of a gangly colt. She was in the first stages of developing the curves that would separate the child from a fast-growing teen.

      Heather rested her hand on Jack’s thigh, hidden by the tabletop. “She’s no longer a child.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Jack with an appropriate amount of sarcasm. His voice took on a serious tone. “She’s trying to grow up too fast.”

      Heather wanted to debate him on the subject but lost concentration as a group of older teens strode across the dance floor. Luke Paulson was one of them.

      Leaning to her left, Heather purposefully bumped into Steve. “Luke’s here with a group.”

      “What about LaShawn? Is he with them?”

      “I don’t see him.” She cast her gaze around the building. “Wait. There he is. He’s at the corner of the bar talking to Janie. They’re standing where her mom can’t see them.”

      “Interesting.” Steve seemed to gather his thoughts. “While I’m dancing with Veronica tonight, I want you to get Janie alone. Tell her you know about her secret and see how she reacts.”

      “What secret?”

      Steve raised his shoulders and let them drop. “I’m counting on her having several. If she presses you for details, tell her you suspect her of a relationship with LaShawn because you saw them talking. Then, pay particular attention to how she reacts to that.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Try not to let Janie’s mom see you.” He rubbed his chin. “Forget what I just said. It might be more interesting if she sees you two talking. I think I know how she’ll react, but she might surprise me.”

      Heather scanned the room that was quickly filling. “Is this evening going to end in a barroom brawl?”

      “Not between anyone we’re interested in. Our people all have secrets they’re trying to hide.”

      “All of them?”

      “Every one.”

      Heather’s focus on Steve kept her from paying attention to Briann until she placed two baskets of French fries on the table. “Here you go.”

      Bella and Adam arrived and sat opposite the foursome with their backs to the dance floor. As always, Bella turned heads with the platinum-blond rope of braided hair that hung down to the belt of her jeans. She grabbed a fry from the top of the stack. “I hope these are community property. I’m starving.” She looked at Briann. “Are you ready to dance tonight?”

      Briann gave her head a firm nod.

      “Feed me first,” said Steve.

      Bella stood. “Come on, Briann.” She shifted her gaze to the others. “Speak up or you’re getting a chopped beef sandwich.” She turned to her husband. “You’re responsible for drinks. I’ll take a Diet Coke.”

      Heather ate only half her sandwich, but it had nothing to do with the quality. The half-pound of meat spilled over the bun on all sides. Jack polished off his entire meal. Steve surprised her by only eating half of his. She searched her mind for a reason.

      “What’s wrong with your appetite tonight?” she asked.

      He leaned into her. “Too much beef makes me sleepy. Briann’s a quick learner on the dance floor. I don’t want to be so full I make a fool of myself with a twelve-year-old. I also need to be on my toes when I dance with Veronica.”

      Heather accepted the explanations at face value. His response made her think about how she’d approach Janie and what questions to ask. She nudged Jack and asked, “Are you too stuffed to dance?”

      He let out a muffled groan. “I think my sandwich needs to settle first. I skipped lunch today to interview attorneys. I’m happy to say I narrowed the search to two candidates. Both would be good, but I want your advice.”

      “Tell me about them.”

      “Charles Reed is fifty-five with three years’ experience in private practice. Prior to that, he worked as a prosecutor in the Attorney General’s office. He took an early retirement to escape the traffic and politics of Austin.”

      “Can’t say that I blame him,” said Heather. She considered what he’d said but waited for more information.

      None came, so she said, “On the positive side, he sounds capable and stable. If he’s receiving a state retirement, that includes most of his insurance coverage. That could be a big money saver for you.” She took a breath. “Tell me about the other candidate.”

      “Sam Delgado is bilingual and has seven years’ experience as a defense attorney in Waco. No spouse, no kids.”

      Heather asked, “Which one is the most aggressive?”

      Jack didn’t hesitate. “Sam.”

      “Did you schedule a second interview with them?”

      A nod answered her question. “Do you want me to sit in on the interviews?”

      “I was hoping you’d offer.”

      Steve joined the conversation. “Have you scheduled them yet?”

      “Not yet,” said Jack. “I didn’t want to bother Heather until you two finished your investigation.”

      Steve pushed the remains of his food away from him. “Ask me again after I dance with Veronica Polk and Heather speaks with her daughter. It’s possible we’ll have everything wrapped up on Monday.”

      Jack sighed and said, “I hope Clay Cockrell isn’t involved.”

      Instead of giving an immediate response, Steve turned to face Briann. “Are you ready to show these amateurs what a couple of real dancers can do?”

      “You’re darn right, I am.” She spun on her rump, swinging her boots over the long bench.

      Steve followed Briann’s example but spoke to Jack before he did so. “Clay is still one of the main characters in understanding April Brewer’s murder. I’ll let you know when you need to have him in Heather’s office.”

      Heather held up a hand, signaling Jack not to ask any more questions. Briann led Steve to the dance floor, and the two glided in unison.

      Jack took her hand. “Did you know he was so close to solving the case?”

      “This is the point where he plays mind games with me.” She spoke with certainty. “He’s figured it out but needs verification. That should come tonight or this weekend.”

      “He’s a complicated man,” said Jack.

      Heather gave his hand a squeeze. “Don’t I know it? In the meantime, I suggest we put the case out of our minds and enjoy a couple hours of dancing. Nothing’s going to happen before eleven, when Steve dances with Veronica and Bella and I speak with Janie.”
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      Heather let out a breath of exasperation. She made it loud enough for Jack to shift his attention to her. “What?” he asked.

      “Stop staring at Briann and Steve dancing. Not only are you making her nervous, you’re ignoring me.”

      “Sorry,” said Jack, but his gaze remained on his daughter.

      Heather stopped in mid-shuffle. “That’s it. You’re fired as my dance partner. We’re going to the table and I’m making you sit with your back to the dance floor.”

      “Let’s negotiate. How about I only go to time out for one dance?”

      “Two dances, and you can’t be looking over your shoulder. Give your poor daughter a break. It’s Steve she’s dancing with, not some biker with a skull tattooed on his forehead.”

      The song ended before they made it back to their table. On the way, Heather’s gaze shifted to the front door. Into the dance hall walked two uniformed sheriff’s deputies.

      Heather’s gaze moved to where Veronica stood behind the beer taps. A scowl came over her countenance. Her gaze shifted to Janie, but she made no move toward her daughter, nor did she say anything.

      The band took a break, and the dance floor cleared. Patrons were soon four-deep at the bar, going for another round. It wasn’t long before their table was back to full strength with the additions of Bella, Adam, Steve, and Briann.

      Steve was the first to notice the change in the seating. “Jack, why aren’t you sitting by Heather?”

      “He’s in time out. It seems my dance partner is more interested in snooping on his daughter than waltzing with me.”

      Briann gave a firm nod to her head. “He deserves to stay there all night.”

      Bella, the peacemaker, changed the subject. “Steve, where did you learn to dance so well?”

      He flipped away the compliment wrapped in a question. “Maggie gets all the credit. I had two left feet when we went to college. By the time graduation came, she had me whipped into someone who could hold his own. She had to endure sore toes the first semester but never complained.”

      Jack added, “I can’t believe how good you and Briann are. How can I keep my eyes off of her?”

      “You’d better learn,” said Briann. “I can feel you staring at me.”

      Steve lifted his chin. “How close are we to eleven o’clock?”

      “Twenty minutes,” said Heather.

      Heather looked up to see Detective Blake approaching. “Loretta, I didn’t see you come in.”

      “We’ve been here for over an hour. I wanted to tell this young lady dancing with Steve that she does a mean two-step. You’re even practicing spins. I’m jealous. My two-step turns into a three-step, with the last one being a trip.”

      Briann dipped her head. “Thank you. Steve makes it seem easy.”

      Loretta raised her eyebrows. “I’ll have to ask Steve to teach me.”

      Steve said, “This could be the start of a new career for me if this private investigator gig doesn’t work out. Are you a regular here?”

      “I come now and then, but I wouldn’t say I’m a regular.”

      Heather looked toward the bar. “I noticed there’s a couple of uniforms here tonight. Is that in response to the YouTube video?”

      “Ah, you heard about that.”

      Steve took his turn. “A minute ago, you said we’ve been here for over an hour. Who’s we?”

      “Other detectives and officers. We’re celebrating the upcoming trial and conviction of Rusty Brigs. It’s putting away guys like him that makes my job worthwhile.”

      “Do you think it’s possible he had help in killing April?” Steve asked.

      Loretta’s head tilted. “Do you know something I don’t?”

      “Not yet, but we’re working on it.”

      Loretta didn’t respond for several seconds. “It wouldn’t fit Rusty’s M.O.” She narrowed her stare. “Are you trying to ruin my night by making me think he had an accomplice when there’s no evidence to support it?”

      Steve erupted in a boisterous laugh. “Why would I do something like that?”

      Heather answered. “I can’t tell you how many times Steve’s done the same thing to me. It’s a nasty habit of his to get me to second guess what I know.”

      “Guilty,” said Steve. “Early in my career, I refused to consider a gang-banger would include an eleven-year-old cousin as an accomplice. The young kid shot two other people before we got him off the street. One died, and the other took a bullet in the spine. Never walked again. It taught me to keep asking questions.”

      Loretta stared at Steve. “Are you free to talk tomorrow?”

      “Can we make it Monday morning?”

      “Where?”

      “Come to Heather’s office.”

      “I can be there at seven,” said Loretta.

      “If you do, you’ll be waiting for two hours.”

      Jack asked, “Do I need to be there?”

      Steve placed his hands on the table. “I want you to bring Clay.”

      The band gave the opening riff to a fast, toe-tapping song that caused the crowd to let out a whoop. More time had passed than Heather realized. A glance at the empty bar told her the crowd had shifted back into dance mode. Veronica wiped a spill off the bar, placed the towel below the bar, and walked away.

      It wasn’t long before Veronica approached Steve. Her voice was at a near shout because the band had increased the volume to that of a private jet taking off.

      “Well?” said Veronica. “What about that contract for a third year?”

      Steve directed his voice across the table to where Bella sat. “Veronica wants to add another year to Janie’s contract. Are you willing to consider it?”

      Heather gave a sly nod to Bella.

      Bella took the hint but voiced reservations. “I’m all for recommending it, but I’ll need to get special permission from the director of marketing. I don’t think it will be a problem because Janie’s more impressive than any other models I’ve found.”

      “More than me?” asked Briann with what looked like a pretend pout.

      “You were second, but only because girls your age change so much and many get braces.”

      Steve stood. “Instead of dancing, why don’t you and I find a quiet place to talk?”

      “That wasn’t the deal.”

      “You’re right, and I really feel bad that you won’t experience the best dance of your life.” He followed this with a wide, cheesy smile.

      Steve’s ability to disarm was on full display. Heather wondered how he did it so effortlessly.

      Veronica, however, was a tough negotiator. “We can talk, but Bella has to give me something in return.”

      “As long as it’s within reason,” said Bella.

      “I want the first year paid in advance.”

      Heather answered for her. “I’ll guarantee the first year.”

      “What about the second?”

      “One year at a time, or Bella tears up the contract and looks for another pretty girl.”

      “She can’t do that.”

      Heather set her face like flint. “I drew up that contract. It has more ways for Bella’s company to get out of it than you can imagine. She doesn’t want to use them, but if you keep pushing, you’ll end up with no money. That’s not to mention attorney fees you can’t afford if you sue. Believe me, there are plenty of escape clauses written into that contract.”

      Veronica’s eyes narrowed to angry slits. “I don’t like you.”

      “That won’t cause me to lose any sleep.”

      Steve broke in, “I like both of you, and I think you both need to pull your claws in.”

      He took a step toward Veronica and spoke, “Veronica, Heather’s worried about the contract falling through because Janie is showing poor judgment by having a close friendship with LaShawn Moody.”

      “Who?”

      “LaShawn Moody. He was Clay Cockrell’s best friend when Clay was in high school and interested in Janie. LaShawn’s also under contract with Bella. From what we’ve learned, Janie and LaShawn are friends—close friends. In fact, we’re hearing rumors of them being romantically involved.”

      “That’s a lie. Where did you hear that?”

      Heather jumped back in. “Steve and I are private investigators. We get paid for finding out things.”

      Veronica shifted her gaze from Steve to the bar. LaShawn leaned against it as he spoke to Janie. The timing couldn’t have been better.

      “Don’t go anywhere, Mr. Smiley. I have to take care of a pest.”

      Heather snapped her head to the side, a signal for Jack to follow her. The two lagged behind Veronica, trying hard for her not to see them. Heather said, “Block her view of me. I’ll press against your back. Get close enough for us to hear.”

      “She’s pushing people out of her way,” said Jack.

      “When we get close, keep your right arm away from your body so I can see what she does. I’ll be looking through the gap under your arm.”

      “Get away from her!” shouted Veronica.

      LaShawn spun on the soles of his tennis shoes. He raised his hands.

      “Mother!” said Janie. “What’s the matter?”

      “It’s him. He’s the matter. This worthless creature is keeping us from making enough so I don’t have to work in this stinking dance hall. I’ll not have you spoiling everything by getting involved with trash like him.”

      LaShawn had his hands up, trying to blunt her words. He only managed to open his mouth before she grabbed him by the collar of his jacket. “I said get away from her.” She pushed him toward the door. “Get out of here and don’t come back.”

      A uniformed officer arrived. “What’s the problem?”

      “This creep is coming on to my daughter. I want him gone, and he’s not to come back.”

      The officer took LaShawn by the arm. “Let’s go outside and talk.”

      “That’s fine with me. She’s crazy.”

      Tears streamed down Janie’s face. Her chin quivered, but she didn’t speak. Veronica pointed an accusatory finger at her and said, “If you leave the spot you’re standing on, say goodbye to your car. Don’t talk to anyone.”

      Even though Veronica walked within inches of Jack, she seemed to not see him. Heather had seen people in a blind rage before and recognized the look.

      Jack turned to her. “Do you want to go back and make sure Steve’s all right?”

      Heather shook her head. “He orchestrated this and knew how everyone would react.”

      “Why would he want Veronica to go off like that?”

      “To verify how she’d act.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      Heather hooked her arm in his. “You will.”

      “When?”

      “Monday morning at my office.”

      The conversation ended when Loretta Blake arrived. “What was that all about?”

      “Steve’s tying up loose ends,” said Heather. “The young man the officer took outside is LaShawn Moody. He did nothing wrong tonight, but he’s part of our investigation into April’s death. Could you make sure he doesn’t go to jail? Jack and I can give statements about what happened.”

      “Sure.” Loretta placed her hands on her hips. “What about how it relates to April’s murder? That’s what interests me.”

      “I’d tell you if I knew. You can expect answers on Monday.”

      Heather shifted her gaze in time to see Veronica lead Steve toward the front door. What was he up to now?

      Voices rose, followed by obscenities from the dance floor. It took mere seconds before a cacophony of high-pitched voices filled the air. The band played on while the crowd formed a circle around an unknown number of pugilists.

      Loretta rolled her eyes. “Time for me to go to work.”

      “Need help?”

      The detective shook her head. “Six of us are here in plainclothes plus two deputies in uniform.” She pointed. “My crew is already on their phones calling it in. Whoever picked a fight chose a lousy night.”

      Heather and Jack took a circuitous route back to their table. They came to a quick agreement to gather everyone at their table and leave. They found Steve outside the front door, alone.

      “How was the fight?” he asked.

      Briann gave her opinion. “Kind of cool, but mostly stupid. It didn’t last long and was nothing like fights in the movies.”

      Steve opined. “It doesn’t take long to make big mistakes.”

      Once everyone said their goodbyes, Heather put the car in gear and pointed it in the general direction of home. She asked, “Did you find out all you wanted tonight?”

      “I believe so. Now we have to put together a plan.”

      “We?”

      “Yes, we.” He shifted in his seat. “Do you want to represent someone accused of murder?”

      “Not unless I have to.”

      Steve scratched his nose. “I didn’t think you did. It would make more sense if Jack did it.”

      “He already represented Clay.”

      “That makes him well qualified.”

      “What if he doesn’t want to?”

      “Persuade him.”

      “Don’t you think it’s time you told me what you know?”

      “I need to tell both you and Jack.” He took a breath. “How does tomorrow sound?”

      “You’ll need to finish by noon, or you can forget about including Jack. His addiction to college basketball is almost as strong as his love of football.”

      “I’ll adjust my schedule and get up early. There’s a lot to do before Monday.”
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      Heather hadn’t been awake long when the ringing of her phone eliminated all chances of sleeping late on Saturday morning. She dragged it off the nightstand, or at least tried to. After retrieving it from the floor, she glanced at the caller ID and tried to clear her throat. Her voice still cracked as she said, “Ka… Kate. Good morning.”

      “I’m sorry if I woke you. I keep forgetting it’s an hour earlier in Texas than in Miami. I’ll call back.”

      “No.” It came out sharper than Heather intended. “I mean, there’s no need to call back. I’m awake and need to get up. You did me a favor by calling. Things are progressing well.”

      “That’s why I called. Bella phoned me yesterday and said you were all going dancing last night. Steve wouldn’t do that without a good reason. I could almost see the spider web he’s weaving for someone to get stuck in.”

      Heather pulled another pillow against the headboard and sat up straighter. “He’s still keeping his cards to himself, but Jack and I are to meet with him this morning to discuss a plan for Monday.”

      “Does it include Bucky Franklin?”

      Heather’s breath caught. Had she missed something? Her heart seemed to stop mid-beat as she collected her thoughts. “Are you saying Bucky might have had something to do with April Brewer’s murder?”

      “Not that I know of.” Kate took a breath and continued, “Don’t pay any attention to me. I’m so used to critiquing book plots that I forget how lumpy life really is.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Heather.

      “In fiction, everything and every character has a purpose. That’s not the way of real life. Things such as luck, coincidences, and random events invade our lives. I’ve heard it said that things don’t always have to make sense.”

      Heather still wondered if she had missed something about Bucky. She dismissed the idea as Kate talked on. “Bucky’s attack on Steve wasn’t random and had nothing to do with April’s death, but what if it did?”

      Heather hadn’t had her first cup of coffee and wasn’t keeping up with Kate’s logic. Confusion reigned as her thoughts went in three directions at the same time. Kate must have sensed it from the silence.

      “I’m sure you’re right. The two aren’t related. Forget I mentioned it.”

      Heather brought her knees up to her chest. “What made you connect Bucky with the murder?”

      “It had to be my overactive imagination. I stayed awake most of the night thinking about the story Steve would write about this case. It occurred to me there’s been something missing from his stories. Up to now, he’s never faced a villain. Having an evil person or organization threaten to inflict physical harm on him brings a whole extra dimension to the story. It doesn’t fit the plot of this one, but I’m wondering what Bucky will do after he gets out of prison.”

      The revelation that Bucky might seek to inflict harm on Steve in the future was like a kick to Heather’s stomach. She blurted out, “Bucky didn’t just threaten Steve with physical harm.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Bucky doused him with hot coffee and came close to dislocating his shoulder. It happened prior to him setting the fire.”

      The gasp from Kate preceded a long silence. She finally said, “I’m not a proponent of capital punishment, but right now, I’m having second thoughts.”

      Heather circled back to Kate’s previous point about Steve’s stories lacking a villain. It came to her that she’d not done a thorough background search on Bucky. Leo might have but she hadn’t. Why did Bucky leave Houston PD? Why was he so intent on stealing from a blind former cop? What was his motivation? It was like he chose Steve specifically as his victim. Why? A phone call to Leo might satisfy her curiosity.

      Another revelation came to Heather. She pressed the phone against her ear. “It occurs to me you’re the perfect person to teach me about villains. Tell me the characteristics of one.”

      “There’s a long list. I’ll email it to you.”

      “Thanks. It will give me something to ponder. I need to make sure Steve’s safe now that Bucky’s out on bond.”

      Kate hesitated. “Now we’re blending fiction with reality. A competent psychologist might tell you if Bucky’s likely to seek revenge.”

      “It sounds possible to me that Steve could be in danger right now.”

      “That’s out of my area of expertise. I write and edit stories with protagonists, antagonists, villains, sidekicks, and other supporting characters, but they’re all products of people’s imaginations.”

      “Life imitates art,” whispered Heather.

      Kate’s voice rose to sound less glum. “The good thing about Steve is, he’s probably already thought of this and has taken steps to protect himself.”

      “Now that you mention it, he insisted we put in an upgraded security system in the home I bought.”

      Heather glanced at the time on her phone. “I hate to cut this short, but Jack should be here soon, and I look like I spent the night in a roadhouse dancing.”

      “Did you?”

      “Not all night, but long enough for Steve to stir the pot.”

      “Did the stirring result in a barroom brawl?” asked Kate.

      “Only one, and Steve wasn’t responsible. It was over almost before it started.”

      “That’s perfect. None of Steve’s stories have ever included a fight in a bar. When it’s time to write this one, I’ll need him to use a little poetic license to make it a real knock-down, drag-out.” Kate chuckled, “He’ll want to tell it like it really happened, but I know what sells.”

      Kate had one more question. “Do you know when you and Steve will wrap up the case?”

      “It could be as soon as Monday, but that’s an educated guess based on the way he’s acting. I’ll know more after today.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      The beep that signaled a text message interrupted the conversation. She pulled her phone away from her ear and read the message. “I just received a text from Steve. He asked if I was going to sleep all day or help him catch a killer. Listen to this: ‘I’m leaving in twenty minutes, with or without you.’”

      Excitement filled Kate’s last words. “The hound is hot on a trail. You’d better saddle your steed and join the hunt.”

      Salutations flew back and forth. Heather threw back the covers and made for her bathroom to give her teeth and hair a quick brush. She sprinted into her closet and took out jeans, socks, hiking boots, a long-sleeved red and black-checked shirt, and a puffy vest. She might look like a lumberjack, but something told her it wasn’t a day to worry about style. Her hair went into a ponytail as she walked into the kitchen. Steve was sitting at the bar, drinking coffee from a to-go cup. A paper cup with a lid on it waited for her.

      “I’m ready,” said Heather.

      “What are you wearing?”

      She told him and took the cup from the bar before asking, “What’s our first stop?”

      “Breakfast with Jack. After that, we’re meeting Loretta Blake at the county detention center. Rusty Brigs has a new attorney and a private investigator on his team.”

      Heather groaned. “I was afraid you’d do this to me. I don’t want to represent Rusty.”

      “You’re not going to. Jack is, and I’ll be his P.I. You’re off the hook.”

      “Then why am I going to breakfast with you?”

      “Jack enjoys your company, and I may need your help with something after Jack and I speak with Rusty.”
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      Steve sat with hands clasped loosely together on a metal table. The smell of concrete, steel, and cheap industrial soap emanated from the jail’s interview room. It was a room without audio or video surveillance, only a small window in a solid metal door. This ensured confidential conversations with attorneys stayed that way.

      Jack leaned into him. “Heather’s not happy you kept her in the dark about this interview with Rusty.”

      Steve waved away the statement. “She has too much to think about already.”

      The sound of Jack shifting in his chair reached Steve. “You know she thrives on staying busy.”

      “This case is different, with too many pieces for her to keep everything straight. There’s the biggest project of her career, the murder case, and keeping me safe from Bucky Franklin. The least we can do is take a jail interview off her plate.”

      The metal chair squeaked as Jack shifted. “I forgot about Bucky. Do you think he’ll come after you again?”

      Steve shrugged. “The odds are that he won’t, but I’ll sleep better when he’s delivered to Huntsville to start a long prison sentence.”

      Jack remained silent for a few seconds before he asked, “Why did you insist on Heather coming with us if you didn’t want her involved in the interview with Rusty?”

      “I have a hunch. If I’m right, Heather and Loretta will be busy today and perhaps tomorrow.”

      The door opened and in walked Rusty Brigs, followed by a uniformed deputy. Steve listened closely as the accused suspect sat on the opposite side of the table.

      A deep voice said, “I’ll be out in the hall. If he gives you any trouble, holler loud.”

      The door closed and the lock clicked shut. Jack was the first to speak. “I’m Jack Blackstock, a defense lawyer. Your attorney has asked me to help defend you. This is Mr. Smiley. He’s a licensed private investigator and a former homicide detective.”

      “He’s blind,” said Rusty. “What good can he do, and why are you helping my attorney?”

      Steve answered the first part of the question. “I’m a human lie detector. You’d be surprised how many attorneys pay for my services.”

      “I owe your attorney a favor,” said Jack.

      It wasn’t a total fabrication, but Steve knew the favor was giving the attorney a ride from the courthouse back to his office on a cold morning.

      Steve added, “You must be staying out of trouble. You’re not handcuffed.”

      “How did you know?” demanded Rusty.

      “If you were handcuffed, I’d have heard the metal clicking. It’s not always standard procedure to handcuff prisoners once they’re booked into jail. Only if they pose a risk to staff.”

      Jack broke in. “Don’t underestimate Mr. Smiley. He enjoys putting people in prison who deserve it.”

      Steve followed up with, “Based on your record and the evidence, you’ll take a one-way trip to the Diagnostic Unit in Huntsville and then on to one of the prison farms designed for lifers. You’ll work the fields for a few months, provided you stay out of trouble. If you’re lucky, you’ll get a better job, but it won’t be operating heavy equipment or anything with wheels or a motor. Of course, there’s always the chance you’ll rub someone the wrong way. There aren’t that many homicides in Texas prisons, but there are a lot of assaults.”

      The sound of Rusty shifting in his chair reached Steve. Rusty asked, “Why are you trying to scare me? I know what prison’s like and I know how to stay alive inside.”

      Steve leaned forward. “I wanted to make sure you’ve considered what a hopeless situation you’re in. I happen to believe there’s an outside chance you didn’t kill April Brewer.”

      “I didn’t,” said Rusty with complete conviction in his voice. “Someone set me up.”

      “Who?”

      Silence met his question.

      Jack took over, breaking into the sound of a distant door slamming. “I’m a defense attorney. That means I’m to remind the cops and the jury that you’re innocent until they prove you guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Right now, I don’t have anything to convince me that you didn’t kill April. I’ll be looking for things that will put doubts in the jurors’ minds. Mr. Smiley will, too. It’s critical that you answer all questions truthfully. I’m not exaggerating when I say your freedom depends on it.”

      Steve added, “I’m skilled in detecting deception. Don’t think about bending the truth.”

      “You’ve made your point. Ask me anything.”

      “I’ll write down your answers,” said Jack. “Let’s focus on the possibility of enemies wanting to pin a murder on you. You’ve been to prison twice before, in addition to several more arrests. Can you think of anyone who’d like to see you back in prison?”

      “I’ve had my share of scrapes through the years, but who hasn’t? I’ve been busting my brain trying to think of anyone who hated me so much they’d kill a girl like April in order to send me back to prison. I drew a blank.”

      Steve said, “You’re not hearing what Mr. Blackstock is telling you. He wants names of people who don’t like you. Give us names. We’ll follow up with questions.”

      An hour and a half passed with Rusty giving names and reasons for people having a grudge against him. Steve listened carefully but didn’t hear anything that brought the hair on the back of his neck to attention. He shifted his questions away from Rusty’s juvenile, jail, and prison spats and scrapes.

      “Let’s talk about your affinity to be around younger women,” said Steve. “It’s widely known that you like to frequent dance halls.”

      “So?” asked Rusty. “I like to dance.”

      Steve moved on with the questioning, ignoring the last statement. “My research shows that you’re fond of dancing with younger women, especially high school girls.”

      “I choose women who know how to dance. I don’t care if they’re young or older.”

      Steve tilted his head. “Doesn’t that lead to after-dance activities?”

      A hint of lechery salted Rusty’s next words. “Of course, but not with girls. I learned a long time ago not to mess with any woman who wasn’t old enough to buy her own beer.” He paused. “It’s even better when they buy one or two for me.”

      Jack took his turn. “What did you mean when you said you learned not to mess with young women?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      Jack narrated for Steve. “Rusty’s unbuttoning his jumpsuit. There’s a smattering of gray dots on the right side of his chest.”

      Steve asked, “Bird shot?”

      “Yeah,” said Rusty. “A rancher didn’t like the idea of me becoming his daughter’s baby-daddy. If I hadn’t been wearing a winter coat and a puffy vest, that shotgun would’ve blown out my lung.”

      “What was your relationship with April like?”

      “Only dancing.” He took a breath. “The truth is, I’ll dance with the pretty young girls but I’ll be looking for a woman with experience to go home with.”

      “Who are the best dancers among the local girls?”

      “There’s not that many. Janie Polk’s a good dancer, but her mom limits us to one dance. As soon as the band starts, she’s stuck behind the bar for her whole shift.”

      “Any others come to mind?”

      “April was the best. That girl had moves and endurance.”

      Steve rubbed the stubble on his top lip. “I understand you have an old truck. Do you think it’s possible that someone broke into it and hot-wired the ignition?”

      Jack added, “And used it to take April’s body to where she was buried?”

      Several seconds of silence followed. “I like the way you think, Mr. Smiley. Could you get the cops to check on that?”

      Jack responded, “I’m sure they know, but I don’t have their full report yet.”

      “One final question,” said Steve. “Did you have a spare key stashed somewhere on your truck?”

      “You’re sharper than I thought, Mr. Smiley. Tell the cops to look behind the front bumper. There’s a key in a magnetic box.”
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      Heather arrived at her office before anyone else on Monday morning. She went to her desk and slipped her purse into a drawer. She tried to focus on construction spreadsheets, but her mind kept slipping into the murder case.

      When Steve arrived, the first thing she said to him was, “Let’s hope Loretta finds the hidden key.”

      Steve took a sip of coffee from a travel cup. “I have a backup plan if she doesn’t.”

      “It needs to be better than the wild-goose chase you sent me on yesterday. I didn’t much like breaking into Veronica’s garage and searching Janie’s car.”

      “You worry too much. I told you the chances were slim you’d find the key to Rusty’s truck, but I wanted to rule out Janie as a suspect. They left the garage unlocked and you weren’t there but a few minutes. Besides, you had a legitimate reason for going there.”

      Heather snapped back at him. “Obtaining a copy of Janie’s driver’s license for Bella on a Sunday evening wasn’t very creative.”

      “That’s because I knew you wouldn’t need something better.” He eased back into his chair. “Everything worked out. Now we know one place not to look. I wanted to narrow down the search.”

      Heather remained skeptical. “Luke and LaShawn should be here soon. It’s a school day for both of them, so let’s try not to take long.”

      Steve waited as she stood. “You seem uptight this morning. Not enough sleep?”

      “It’s not that. Jack wanted me to meet the attorney he hired. They were watching basketball when I got there yesterday afternoon.”

      “Wasn’t his name Sam Delgado?”

      Heather huffed. “Sam is short for Samantha.”

      “Ah,” said Steve. “I sense you’re concerned about the ravishing Samantha.”

      “How did you know she was stunning?”

      “Lucky guess. You wouldn’t be upset if you’d been a part of the selection process like you planned.”

      “I couldn’t. The architect needed my input on pickleball courts.” A sigh of resignation escaped. “I’m considering getting Jack a blindfold so he can practice law alongside Lady Justice. Samantha is Latino eye candy.”

      Steve let out a raucous laugh. “There’s nothing better to a guy who can’t see than a clever way of describing a pretty woman. Well done.” He continued to chuckle. “Tell me more about Señorita Delgado.”

      “I brought her file home. I hate to admit it, but she’s more than qualified as a defense attorney. It certainly doesn’t hurt that she’s bilingual. What bothered me was how she matched Jack holler for holler during the game. She even knew the names and stats of all the players.”

      Steve contained his mirth. “How did she act toward Jack?”

      “Like she was one of the boys. But believe me, she’s all woman.”

      “You have nothing to worry about.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I checked her out. Jack’s not her type.”

      Heather froze in place. “What do you mean, you checked her out?”

      “I did a background check on her. Samantha hasn’t dated a man under six-four since she was in the tenth grade. I hate to say it this way, but Jack doesn’t measure up. He misses the minimum height qualification by at least two inches.”

      Heather didn’t know what to say. All she could do was raise her bottom jaw to close her mouth.

      Steve’s head snapped up. “There’s the elevator. It’s time to get to work.” He paused. “Let’s squeeze Luke and LaShawn hard and see what squirts out of them.”

      Both Heather and Steve went into the hall. After a cordial greeting, they herded Luke and LaShawn into the interview room. Instead of allowing them to sit behind a desk, Heather instructed them to sit in chairs with plastic seats and metal legs. Steve sat in front of them in an executive chair.

      Heather stood and stared until they squirmed. The plan was for her to make a slow circle around them to keep them off balance as she and Steve peppered them with questions.

      Luke asked, “Are we waiting on Bella?”

      “She’s not here, and she’s not coming today,” said Heather. “We’re not here to talk about modeling.”

      LaShawn tilted his head like a confused puppy. “Then why are we here?”

      Steve responded as Heather took slow steps to work her way around them. “If you don’t already know, Heather and I are private investigators. A prominent defense attorney has hired us to discover information related to the murder of April Brewer.” He allowed the words to sink in.

      After about fifteen seconds, LaShawn said, “What’s that got to do with us? We don’t know anything about her murder.”

      Heather was behind LaShawn when she bent over and issued a loud whisper. “That’s not true.”

      Steve followed her comment with, “We need to reach an understanding before we go on. Heather and I already know the answers to ninety-five percent of the questions we’re going to ask you. If you think you’re clever enough to hide the answers to the remaining five percent, go ahead.”

      Heather took a step to her right, leaned down, and spoke into Luke’s ear. “We’re also helping the police with their inquiry. You two know a lot more than you’ve told us, or them. They’re ready to pull you in for formal questioning. Are you familiar with formal questioning?”

      Luke shrugged. “They ask you questions, I guess.”

      Heather kept walking as the two locked their gaze on her. “In a formal police interview, if you lie, they can charge you with a criminal offense. We’re giving you the opportunity to tell all you know and avoid an arrest for being stupid.”

      Steve immediately added to her words. “Lying to the police in a murder investigation is not a good idea. We’re giving you an opportunity to avoid making mistakes that will land you in jail.”

      Heather watched as Luke’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and back down. LaShawn had too much swagger to show any sign of nervousness. “We don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Sit up straight when we’re talking to you,” shouted Steve.

      The words seemed to bounce off LaShawn. Steve said, “That’s just a sample of what a police interrogation is like.” He turned to Heather. “Call Detective Blake and tell her Mr. Moody prefers a police interrogation to an informal interview.”

      Heather went to the door and opened it. “Get out, LaShawn. That smart mouth of yours just earned you a trip to the sheriff’s office. Expect deputies to pick you up during school.”

      LaShawn didn’t budge. “Wait. Let’s talk.”

      Steve said, “Heather, make sure you call his parents and tell them what’s going to happen.”

      LaShawn all but yelled, “No. My dad will kill me.”

      “He’s not kidding,” said Luke. “LaShawn got a speeding ticket Saturday night and his dad is ready to make him enlist in the army.”

      Heather’s face was grim on the outside, but she was grinning on the inside. They had leverage over LaShawn. She closed the door and moved to resume her circular path around Steve and the two young men.

      “Now that we understand each other, let’s hear some truthful answers to our questions. LaShawn, does Luke know how much you liked April and wanted to date her?”

      LaShawn looked at his feet. “Yeah. I told him after she died.”

      “Luke, how did that make you feel?”

      “It didn’t really surprise me. I can’t say that I like it, but I understood why. She was everything a guy could want.”

      “I second that,” said LaShawn.

      Steve asked, “What did you two think about her dancing with Rusty Brigs?”

      They looked at each other, but Luke answered, “We both told her he was trouble.”

      “Yeah,” said LaShawn. “That guy wasn’t one to mess with. An ex-con and a hot high school girl is a risky mix.”

      “How many times has Rusty been in prison?” asked Steve.

      “Twice,” said both of them at the same time.

      “Who told you that?”

      “Clay did,” said LaShawn. “He worked with him and told us all kinds of things about him.”

      “Clay used to date April,” said Heather. “Was he trying to protect her?”

      “Probably,” said Luke. “Clay’s a great guy. It’s like him to try to protect people.”

      “Why did he and April break up?”

      Luke and LaShawn looked at each other, waiting for the other to answer. LaShawn finally mumbled, “It was a long time ago.”

      Heather had worked her way behind them. “Who did the breaking up?”

      Luke gave a more complete answer than LaShawn. “It was mutual. April was a lot more social than Clay. He’s a serious guy, and she was like a butterfly, always flitting around. I think they both realized they were too different.”

      Steve leaned back in his chair. “Are you saying they went their separate ways with no hard feelings?”

      Both nodded, so Heather had to remind them to use words.

      “That’s right,” said Luke. “No hard feelings.”

      Steve made a steeple out of his index fingers and tapped his chin. “That left April free for both of you to go after. I hear Luke took over where Clay left off.”

      Luke chuffed. “Not for long, and it wasn’t for lack of trying.”

      LaShawn jumped in. “I’m the guy who goes places with a group and always leaves the same way. I’ve made it all the way through high school without getting serious about a girl. I wanted to date April, but I didn’t have the guts.”

      This took Heather by surprise until she thought about it. LaShawn was lonely even when he was in a crowd showing off. She wondered what that level of loneliness would do to a young man.

      She was considering this when Steve dropped his bombshell. “Luke, tell us about Clay and Janie. How long have you two been helping them keep their relationship a secret?”

      An audible gasp came from LaShawn.

      Heather added, “Where are they going to college in the fall?”

      Luke quickly recovered. “You’re wrong about them starting college in the fall. They’re enrolled in the first summer session. How did you know they never broke up?”

      “I wasn’t sure until now,” said Steve.

      Both young men let out a groan. “Please don’t tell.” said LaShawn. “We swore we wouldn’t tell anyone. If Janie’s mom finds out, there’s no telling what she’ll do.”

      Luke added, “That woman’s not right in the head. She’ll do something that would keep Janie from being valedictorian.”

      Heather was now back in front of them. “You two need to get to school. Thanks for the talk.”
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      The remainder of the morning passed with Heather and Steve going over details of the case. Piece by piece, interview by interview, they went through everything, making sure there would be no mistakes. Steve summed up the extended meeting. “I sometimes wish the truth wasn’t such a bitter pill to swallow.”

      Heather rose from her chair and patted him on the shoulder on her way to the door of their office. “Jack should be here any minute with lunch. I need to check in with my PA.”

      Steve mumbled a response. Some cases took more of a toll on him than others. The murder of a teenage girl and having to deal with high school students and their parents stretched him to the limit. Combine that with the antics of Bucky Franklin, and his worry lines ran deep. She knew he’d recover his energy after a few days of rest, but what about the damage to his soul?

      Jack’s arrival brought a reset to her thinking. He barely slowed down long enough to greet the secretarial staff on his way through.

      Steve addressed him with, “Glad you’re here. Heather always waits too long before ordering lunch.”

      Jack placed sacks of food and drinks on the conference table. “I wish I could take credit, but my new secretary took care of ordering this for me.”

      “Speaking of new staff,” said Steve. “How’s the latest addition to your legal team?”

      “So far, so good. I tried to get her to talk about the latest college rankings this morning and she told me she wasn’t there to waste time.”

      Heather gave an extended sigh. “A woman after my heart. I may have to hire her away from you.”

      “Don’t you dare,” said Jack. “I loaded her down with six clients this morning. She went into her office and I haven’t seen her since.”

      “Speaking of clients,” said Steve. “Is yours still scheduled to be here at twelve thirty?”

      “Detective Blake is bringing two uniformed officers to make sure Rusty behaves himself.”

      “Did you have trouble talking the sheriff into it?” asked Heather.

      “Not when I told him about the locked doors in the soundproof interview and observation rooms. He agreed the security would be better here than before a judge. There’ll be a minimum of three armed officers with him.”

      “Don’t forget me,” said Heather. “I’ll be armed.”

      Steve added, “The orange jumpsuit will make him stand out like a Halloween Jack-O’-Lantern. With wrists and ankles shackled, I’d say he’s not going anywhere.”

      “Time to eat,” said Jack.

      Steve remained quiet throughout the meal. So quiet that he was the first to finish. He lifted his chin. “There’s the elevator. Let’s get Loretta, Rusty, and the officers into the viewing room.”

      Jack swallowed his last bite of potato chips. “Are you afraid the others will come early?”

      “It’s unlikely, but let’s not tempt fate.”

      It took mere seconds for Loretta and the two officers to whisk Rusty into the observation room. The murder suspect waited until the door closed behind him before he asked, “Is anyone going to tell me what this is about?”

      Loretta did the honors. “This is about finding the person who killed April Brewer. I believe it’s you, but others here aren’t so sure. People you know will be on the other side of this glass, and all you have to do is sit quietly and enjoy the show.”

      Rusty thrust his feet out in front of him and leaned back. “This beats sitting in a cell. Could I get a cup of coffee?”

      “No.”

      “Water?”

      Heather pointed to a small refrigerator in the far corner of the room. “It’s your call, Loretta.”

      The detective considered the request. “If I give you water, the next thing you’ll ask is to use the restroom. You can wait for both.”

      Heather left the room without feeling sorry for Rusty. She went back into the hallway as Janie Polk and Clay Cockrell stepped off the elevator. She took them into the interview room and sat them on a love seat against the wall. Steve was already in the room, sitting in a comfortable chair.

      “What’s going on?” asked Clay. “Why did the cops take me from work?”

      Steve said, “We have questions for you related to April’s murder. Heather needs to run an errand. She’ll be back in a few minutes and we’ll get started.”

      Heather left the room and listened for the elevator. Long minutes passed until she heard the ding of a bell announcing the next participants in the drama they’d set up. Off the elevator stepped Lee and LeAnn Cockrell.

      “Please follow me,” said Heather. She took them to the door of the interview room but didn’t open it. She looked into questioning eyes and said, “Clay and Janie Polk are in here. They’re going to need your support today.”

      “I don’t understand,” said LeAnn.

      “You will.”

      Heather opened the door and motioned them into the room. Clay dropped Janie’s hand and sprang to his feet. “Mom… Dad. What are you doing here?”

      “That’s what we want to know,” said Lee.

      Heather motioned them to a second loveseat that sat at a right angle to the one Clay and Janie sat on.

      “Please have a seat,” said Heather. “We’ll try to make this quick.”

      Heather took a seat beside Steve and spoke for his benefit. “There are four people looking at us with questioning expressions on their faces.”

      Steve nodded. “Heather and I spoke with two of Clay and Janie’s friends this morning. Luke Paulson and LaShawn Moody confirmed what we suspected. They were hesitant to reveal Clay and Janie’s clandestine relationship.”

      Heather interrupted. “It was obvious to Steve that they only pretended to break up. They did it to appease Janie’s overbearing mother.”

      “We had to,” said Clay. A plea for understanding was in his eyes, but he held back more words.

      Janie wasn’t so inclined. “Mom has serious mental issues. I’ve done a lot of research. She needs frequent counseling and to take her medication every day. When we run short of money, she cuts the pills in half or stops taking them altogether. I once worked up the courage to confront her about her mood swings.”

      Clay interrupted. “She sawed off the handle of a broom and beat Janie with it.”

      Janie nodded. “That’s when she made me call Clay and break up with him.”

      Clay grasped Janie’s hand. “We had to be extra careful.” Clay looked at his parents. “So careful that we couldn’t tell you.”

      Lee looked at his son. “But Luke and LaShawn knew.”

      Clay broke eye contact.

      Janie’s words spoke of her desire to protect Clay. “That’s my fault. I needed help to forge college applications and do other things that would keep Mom from finding out about us.”

      Steve asked, “Whose home did the college acceptance letters come to?”

      LeAnn gasped. “You’re going to college?”

      “Yeah, Mom. We start in June. That’s why I’ve been working so hard. I had to earn enough so we could go together.”

      Clay turned his head to face Steve. “We used LaShawn’s home address.”

      “Why?” asked LeAnn.

      Steve answered for Clay. “To keep Janie’s mother from finding out their plans. Clay knew if his acceptance letters were sent to your home, it would lead to a lot of questions that he wasn’t prepared to answer.”

      Clay gave his head a firm nod. “No offense, Mom, but you’d be so excited you’d bombard me with questions. That would lead to lies about me and Janie.”

      Steve interrupted. “It’s time you two told them the rest.”

      Clay and Janie clasped hands and looked at each other. Clay took in a full breath. “We’re getting married after Janie graduates. Not right away. That’s why I didn’t go off to college last year.”

      Janie quickly added, “I’m doing my part by keeping my grades up. If I’m valedictorian, I’ll get free tuition and other scholarships.”

      Lee leaned forward. “I still don’t understand why you two didn’t come to us instead of having Luke and LaShawn help you.”

      Clay straightened his shoulders. “Dad, we wanted to come to you and Mom but couldn’t risk it. You’re a problem solver. I knew you’d go to Janie’s mom and try to convince her to let us keep seeing each other. You don’t know how Janie’s mom beat her and how serious her mental problems are. I had to protect my future wife.”

      Lee and LeAnn traded looks that caused each to break down. Lee was the first to speak through his tears. “I’m proud of you, son.” He shifted his gaze to Heather and then back to Clay. “Heather told us we’d need to support you two, and that’s what we intend to do.”

      “That’s good to hear,” said Steve. “You’re about to be put to the test.”

      Heather stood. “I’m going to take the four of you to another room where you’ll be alone. There are more interviews to conduct, and you’ll be able to watch them on a monitor.”

      Steve added, “This won’t be pleasant. Prepare yourselves.”
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      Heather escorted the Cockrell family, which would soon add Janie to the fold, to a room with a wall-mounted monitor. LeAnn had her arm interlaced in Janie’s before they left the room. How long would it take before LeAnn mentioned the word wedding?

      The look and vibe of the interview room had changed by the time Heather returned. Jack sat next to Rusty on one of the short couches with a deputy standing behind them. Loretta Blake sat on the other with Steve facing them in the same chair he’d occupied during the previous interview. The second deputy stood by the door.

      Heather took a seat next to Loretta as Steve asked, “Are you ready to start?”

      “I’m ready.”

      Steve lifted his chin, making it appear he could see Rusty. “A few questions need answers. As the attorney by your side will tell you, you don’t have to answer anything that’s asked of you.”

      “Good,” said Rusty. “It’s doubtful I will.”

      Steve nodded. “I understand your hesitancy, but let me say, I don’t believe you killed April Brewer and I intend to prove it today.”

      Loretta huffed a breath of unbelief at Steve’s words.

      Steve kept talking without responding to Loretta’s doubts. “I’d advise you to follow the advice of your attorney. He’s obligated to keep you from saying anything that will incriminate you.”

      Jack shifted his gaze and words to Rusty. “Give me time to respond before you say anything. The biggest mistake suspects make is thinking they can spar with trained interrogators. I’ll tell you if it’s all right to answer a question. Understand?”

      “Sure. That’s why lawyers are called mouthpieces. You’ll do the talking for me.”

      “Not all,” said Jack. “If I think it will help mitigate or absolve you of guilt, I’ll give you a green light to answer in your own words.”

      Steve sat up straight. “Let’s get started. Mr. Brigs, is it true that, until recently, you worked as a heavy equipment operator for a local construction company?”

      Jack nodded for Rusty to answer. “That’s right.”

      “And you had a satisfactory work history with that company?”

      Jack nodded again.

      “I operated anything and everything they told me to.”

      “Including an excavator?”

      “I already answered that,” said Rusty.

      Jack interjected, “What my client means is that he, along with others, can operate an excavator.”

      Steve then asked, “Do you own a pickup truck?”

      Jack whispered something to Rusty, who nodded. “There’s one registered in my name.”

      “New or older?” asked Steve.

      “I don’t like new trucks.”

      “Do you keep it clean?”

      Rusty laughed. “Only if it rains.”

      Steve took a deep breath. “How do you respond to the claim the police have made that they discovered traces of April Brewer’s blood in the bed of your pickup truck?”

      “My client has no comment,” said Jack.

      Steve quirked a smile. “He might the next time I ask him.”

      “I doubt it,” said Jack.

      Heather took her turn. “Mr. Brigs, how many sets of keys do you have for your truck?”

      Jack signaled for Rusty to answer. “Two. One on my key chain and a second hidden in a magnetic holder under the front bumper.”

      “Do you ever loan your truck to anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever told anyone about where you keep the spare key hidden?”

      “No.”

      Steve followed close behind. “Can you tell us about your relationship with April Brewer?”

      Jack wasted no time in saying, “I’m advising my client not to respond to open-ended questions.”

      Jack’s hard response slid off Steve as he shrugged. “No problem. I thought it might save time. Let me be specific. There are multiple witnesses who say you danced with April Brewer at the Melody Barn. You also danced with other young women. None of these witnesses can testify that they ever saw you and April or any other young women outside the dance hall past closing time. There’s no record of any phone communications between you and April.”

      Detective Blake gave Steve a hard stare.

      Steve kept talking. “You told me in the presence of your attorney that you were only romantically interested in older women. Do you stand by that statement?”

      “Don’t answer that,” said Jack.

      Rusty ignored him. “Women under twenty-one are nothing but trouble. In fact, I’m partial to women between thirty-five and forty-five.”

      Heather asked, “Anyone in particular?”

      Jack jumped into the conversation. “You’re fishing for information. Please make your questions specific.”

      Steve’s smile reminded Heather of a cat stalking a bird.

      Heather took over. “Mr. Brigs, are you a regular patron of the Melody Barn?”

      “Don’t answer,” said Jack again.

      “Yeah, I go there.”

      “Do you know a young woman named Janie Polk?”

      Jack held up his hand. “I’m calling an end to this. My client has nothing more to say.”

      “The heck I don’t,” said Rusty. “I know how the law works better than you. They’re proving that I didn’t kill April.”

      Jack shrugged. “If you know so much, represent yourself.”

      “That’s the best thing to come out of your mouth today. You’re fired.”

      Rusty’s declaration earned a smile from Detective Blake.

      Heather took over where she left off. “Again, Mr. Brigs, do you know a young woman named Janie Polk?”

      “She’s a high school girl who works as a bar-backer with her mother.”

      “Have you ever danced with her?”

      “I used to. Not anymore.”

      Heather tilted her head. “Why not?”

      “Her mom doesn’t like Janie dancing with anyone. Veronica told me to never dance with or speak to Janie again.”

      Steve kept on the same trail. “Did you do something to offend Janie’s mother?”

      Rusty held up his hands with fingers spread wide. The chain that linked the handcuffs with the chain around his waist drew tight. “Veronica flipped out one evening when Janie and I danced.”

      Steve asked, “Do you know why she became so upset?”

      “I asked Veronica about it after she’d calmed down. She said something about hearing that Janie was meeting Clay Cockrell on the sly. She’s kept Janie under lock and key ever since.”

      “Would you say Veronica’s concerned with protecting Janie?”

      “It’s worse than that.”

      “What would you call it?”

      “Obsessed.”

      “Do you know why?” asked Heather.

      Rusty looked to Jack for guidance, who said, “Don’t look at me. I’m no longer your attorney.”

      Rusty turned to Heather and lifted his chin. “Veronica runs hot and cold. That’s especially true when it comes to her daughter.”

      Steve followed up with, “Have you ever seen Veronica react with violence toward Janie?”

      Rusty issued a rough laugh. “Yeah. She explodes like a barrel of gunpowder.”

      Jack’s head snapped up, but he pressed his lips into a thin line and didn’t say anything.

      Heather asked, “Does Veronica take psychotropic medication?”

      “Off and on.”

      Steve leaned back in his chair. “Perhaps we should wait for Veronica to arrive before we continue to talk about her.”

      Detective Blake pulled her phone from her purse and walked out of the room. She returned a short time later. “Deputies are following Veronica. She’s pulling into the parking lot now.”

      Heather rose. “I’ll bring her in.”
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      It wasn’t a long wait. Veronica shot out of the elevator as soon as the door opened enough for her to pass. Heather blocked her path.

      “Where’s my daughter?”

      “She’s here, and she’s safe.”

      Veronica’s eyelids narrowed. “Why is she here?”

      “Come with me and we’ll explain everything.”

      Heather turned and walked toward the interview room. They passed the office where the Cockrells and Janie waited behind a locked door.

      Heather moved on to another door and opened it. Veronica was in mid-rant when they stepped into the room. The sight of Rusty sitting on the loveseat with Jack brought her progress to an abrupt halt.

      The deputy stationed at the door closed it and moved to form a human barrier with thick arms crossed.

      Spittle came from Veronica’s mouth as she pointed to Rusty and shouted, “What’s that killer doing here? Where’s Janie?”

      Heather spoke in a soft tone. “Janie’s in this building. She’s been helping the police with their investigation.”

      “What investigation?”

      Detective Blake responded, “April Brewer’s murder.”

      Sparks seemed to fly from Veronica’s eyes. “You already know who killed that tramp, and he’s sitting right there.” She pointed to Rusty.

      Steve stayed seated. “Would you prefer we call you Veronica or Ms. Polk?”

      Confusion filled her countenance, and she didn’t answer. Heather took the time to inspect Veronica. She hadn’t bothered with makeup or even to brush her long raven hair. She wore loose-fitting gray sweatpants and a man’s flannel shirt.

      Heather said, “I love the look. Is that one of Rusty’s shirts?”

      “Huh?”

      Rusty answered for her with a quirk of a smile pulling up the corner of his top lip. “It’s mine. A woman wearing a man’s shirt always did something for me.”

      Veronica shook her head, seemingly to clear it. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not having any part of it.” She stomped her foot and said, “I demand you take me to Janie.”

      Detective Blake approached her. “Ms. Polk, you’re being detained for questioning related to the murder of April Brewer. You’ll sit on the loveseat.” She pointed to the one vacated by her daughter and Clay. “Your only option is to sit with or without handcuffs. Which would you prefer?”

      Steve spoke before the agitated woman could respond. “I’m going to call you Veronica. Ms. Polk sounds so formal.” He smiled. “We’ve been talking with Rusty about you. I thought it wasn’t right for us to do that without you being here. Do you want to know what Rusty’s been telling us?”

      “He’s a liar and an ex-con. You can’t believe anything he says.”

      “That’s why we wanted you here. Have a seat and make yourself comfortable. After all, it’s only fair that you should tell your side.”

      Heather reinforced Steve’s words with an outstretched hand toward the loveseat.

      Veronica kept a withering gaze on Rusty as she moved to the loveseat and lowered herself onto it.

      Steve must have heard her settle. “Thank you for cooperating. What can you tell us about Rusty’s relationship with April Brewer?”

      “He tried to get her to go home with him.”

      “Did you hear him say that?” asked Heather.

      “I didn’t have to. I know his type and what they say to get young girls.”

      “Ah. That makes sense,” said Steve. “What about Rusty and other girls of high school age? Did he come on to them, too?”

      “Of course. He has the morals of an alley cat.”

      “That’s rich coming from you,” said Rusty. “You never complained when I went home with you.”

      “Shut up, jailbird.”

      Heather stood beside Steve. “It seems you two were in a relationship. It was close enough for you to end up with the shirt off Rusty’s back.”

      Rusty responded with a lecherous grin. Veronica looked away but soon recovered. “We all make mistakes. I didn’t know how dangerous he was.”

      Steve turned his face to Veronica. “The evidence against Rusty is substantial but not overwhelming. Did you ever ride in Rusty’s truck?”

      “I might have once or twice.”

      “Did you ever drive it?”

      The answer came too fast and too firm. “Never.”

      “She’s lying,” said Rusty. “She used it once after I stayed the night with her.”

      “That’s not what you said before,” said Loretta.

      “I forgot.”

      “Did you give her your keychain?”

      “I keep a spare key under the front bumper in a magnetized metal box. She used the spare.”

      “He’s lying again,” said Veronica. “I took his keychain.”

      Steve scooted forward in his chair. “Let’s go back to the scene of the murder. One or more persons placed April’s body in the bed of Rusty’s truck. Then that person, or persons, drove to the worksite and buried April in a trench that was scheduled to have a concrete drainage pipe installed the next working day.”

      Steve turned to Loretta. “Detective Blake, can you tell us what forensic investigators found in the bed of Rusty’s truck?”

      “Bleach was used to clean the truck’s bed.”

      “Yet, there was still a trace of blood there?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you found a bloody rag at Rusty’s residence?”

      “That’s correct. And a shovel with April’s blood on it. Forensics believe it to be the murder weapon.”

      “How do you explain the forensic report that shows April’s blood was on top of the bleach used to clean the bed of Rusty’s truck?”

      “Well…”

      Steve kept talking at a fast clip. “The only possible explanation is, after the cleaning, someone went back and smeared blood on the truck’s bed. I believe that someone is trying to point the finger of guilt at Rusty. Tell us, Veronica, why would he clean his truck and then put blood on it?”

      Stunned silence filled the room until Rusty stood and let out a holler. “I told you. I’m innocent. You just solved the murder.”

      Steve continued after the deputies settled Rusty back on the couch. He took in a full breath. “Like I said, the only way to explain April’s blood in the truck’s bed is that someone put it there after it was cleaned with bleach. The questions we must answer are who and why?”

      Heather moved on before Steve could answer his own questions. “Veronica, what did you think about your daughter dating Clay Cockrell?”

      Veronica’s nostrils flared. “I put a stop to it. We have other plans for her life.”

      Steve took his turn. “We have testimony that you not only forbid her from seeing him, but you beat Janie with a sawed-off broom handle.”

      “That’s a lie. Who told you that?”

      “You’re the liar,” said Rusty. “I had to pull you away, or you’d have killed her. All she did was talk to him on the phone. I know Clay and he’s a good kid.”

      Heather directed her gaze to Rusty. “Was that one of the times she exploded?”

      “Yeah. Like she’s about to now.”

      The room went silent until Veronica launched herself onto Rusty, clawing his face with one hand and beating him with the other. Deputies moved quickly to remove her.

      “Cuff her and get her to jail,” said Detective Blake.

      Heather put a hand on Loretta’s arm. “She’ll need to go for a psych evaluation.”

      Loretta nodded. “Call EMS.”

      It took three officers and two ambulance attendants to subdue Veronica and get her strapped onto the ambulance gurney.

      Heather leaned into Steve. “One down. One more to go.”

      Rusty held out his hands toward Detective Blake and said, “It’s obvious that Veronica killed April Brewer. I’d appreciate it if you’d take this hardware off me. I’ll be expecting a full apology for false imprisonment.” He turned to Jack. “Do you work on those types of cases? If you do, what percent of the settlement do you charge?”

      Steve spoke up. “The only place you’re going is back to jail.”

      Rusty spewed a laugh. “You know she set me up. Veronica wiped some blood on the rag and transferred it later to the bed of my truck. She killed April in the parking lot, wrapped her in a tarp, put her in the bed of my truck, took her, and buried her.”

      Heather looked at him and asked, “Do you expect us to believe that a woman Veronica’s size loaded April into the back of your truck by herself?”

      “She’s stronger than she looks.”

      “I agree she likely killed April.” Steve put a slight tilt to his head. “After that, things get murky. Let me give you a different version of what happened. You were going to follow Veronica home for your weekly rendezvous. When you reached your truck, she showed you what she’d done.” He paused. “How am I doing so far?”

      “Now you’re trying to trick me.”

      Steve pressed on. “Then, all alone, Veronica covered April with a tarp and drove your truck to the job site and buried her. Is that right?”

      “Yeah. I’ll swear to it.”

      Steve continued at a quick pace. “I contend that it was you who drove your truck to the job site where drainage pipes were being buried. It was a place she wasn’t familiar with. It had no street signs or lights and was closed to the public. You were the one who dug a grave in the bottom of the trench and buried April, knowing the next day a pipe would cover her.”

      Heather added details, “Months later, it was discovered that section of pipe had been set at the wrong depth. Clay was the one assigned the job of correcting the mistake. When he dug to the correct depth, he discovered April’s body. If it wasn’t for a simple construction mistake, you and Veronica would have committed the perfect crime.”

      Rusty leaned back and thrust his feet out as far as the chains allowed. “How are you going to prove any of this?”

      Steve gave a sly grin. “You knew where to dig. You knew a pipe would cover the grave the next day. You cleaned the bed of your truck with bleach and left no trace of April’s blood. What you didn’t plan on was Veronica planting evidence at your residence and putting traces of April’s blood on the bed of your truck after you cleaned it. I bet that took you by surprise.”

      Rusty’s knuckles clinched in anger. “Yeah, I didn’t think she’d set me up.”

      Steve grinned, “Thanks for the confession.”

      Rusty looked ashen but rebounded as best he could. “Veronica killed April.”

      Steve lowered his voice. “I believe that’s true.” He paused. “But you took over from there.”

      Loretta motioned to a deputy. “Take him back to jail. It’s going to be a long time before he goes to another dance.”
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      The evening sun made a kaleidoscope of the western sky as colors peeked through the trees of Heather and Steve’s temporary home. They sat in lawn chairs that were more like recliners. The table between them held two glasses of iced tea, plain for her and sweetened with heaping teaspoons of sugar for Steve.

      “It’s too quiet,” said Steve.

      “It always is after Bella and Adam leave.” Heather watched as condensation formed droplets and ran down her glass. “They’ll be back next month. Did she tell you her parents are coming with them to help design their condos?”

      Heather saw Steve nod out of the corner of her eye. She changed the subject. “I spoke with Jack today. He reminded me it’s been a full month since he withdrew from defending Rusty.”

      Steve rubbed his hand on his pants. “What’s the most recent news on the case?”

      “The wheels of justice are turning. Veronica is back on her medication and behaving herself in jail. She can’t afford the high bond so she’ll stay in jail.”

      “What else?” asked Steve.

      “Jack’s new attorney must have connections in the D.A.’s office. Samantha told Jack the D.A. will start out by offering Veronica a thirty-year sentence for murder with a deadly weapon. However, it won’t take much to get the sentence down to twenty years, non-aggravated because of her mental status and lack of criminal record.”

      Steve let out a sigh. “If she stays on her medication, she’ll do less than ten in prison.”

      Heather moved on. “Rusty isn’t so lucky. He’s a habitual offender and is looking at a much longer stretch.”

      Steve shook his head and summarized the information. “The killer gets twenty years, and the accomplice will get double that. It’s best that I not try to make sense of our justice system.”

      Heather replaced her glass on the table after taking a sip. “Jack said his office is humming right along. Between the new secretary, Briann, and the go-getter attorney, his profits are up despite the increased payroll.” A breeze rustled spring leaves in the trees. “Unless there’s an epidemic of morality, Jack will have more work than he can handle.”

      “Anything else?”

      “That’s about it. Samantha Delgado is bringing in so much business he may have to hire a third attorney.”

      Heather rested her head against the back of her chair. It was good to slow the pace of her life, if only for a day. She’d been working long hours on the project. This was her first day off since the arrests and arraignments of Veronica and Rusty.

      “Have you heard from Leo?” she asked.

      “I spoke with him a couple of days ago. Did I tell you Bucky skipped town a week after he posted bond?”

      Heather jerked forward. “He’s skipped town?”

      “Leo said he closed all his bank accounts and cleaned out his apartment. He even sold his car. My guess is he paid cash for something and will sell it when he gets to where he’s going. There’s no telling where he is or who he’s pretending to be.”

      Heather’s gaze shot to her right. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      A frown pulled down at the corners of Steve’s mouth. “Before he left HPD, Bucky investigated identity thefts. He knows all the tricks. If he lies low and plays his cards right, they’ll never find him. My guess is, he’s already moved to another state.”

      “That stinks. Does Kate know?”

      “Yeah. By him skipping out, her trip was mostly a waste.”

      Heather slapped her forehead. “I’m such a dunce. She was supposed to stay with us. What did she do?”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself. She stayed at one of the hotels by the airport. Constance drafted a contract and the three of us had dinner together. I guess her trip wasn’t a total loss. Kate and I now know exactly what’s expected between us and it’s all business.”

      Heather slumped in her chair. It seemed as if all the air spewed out of her emotional balloon. “I’m not sure who I’m the most disappointed with, you, me, or Kate.”

      “Kate and I are fine. Good fences make for good neighbors, and good contracts make for good business relationships. If you want to wallow in self-pity for a day or two, go right ahead.”

      “It may take longer than two days. I can’t believe I forgot she was coming.”

      “You were working twenty hours a day. Do you even remember you have a cat?”

      “Barely. How is he?”

      “I’m glad to report that Max is no longer hissing at the fireplace.”

      Steve may have delivered the last sentence in a carefree tone, but there was something in his words that caused goose bumps like clammy hands running down her spine. She rose from the chair and surveyed the backyard. Was it fatigue, paranoia, or simple caution that caused her to look for an intruder?

      “Is Leo trying to find Bucky?”

      “He’s a homicide detective, not arson.”

      Heather wanted to stomp her foot but held back from launching into a rant. She tried using reverse psychology. “If you’re not upset about him getting away with assault, stealing your work, or arson, I won’t be.”

      Steve shrugged. “Being blind helps you become very patient. If he’s as big a crook as I think he is, he’ll eventually get caught.” He took a sip of his iced tea. “I didn’t tell you, but Bucky called me yesterday.”

      It took Heather several seconds to process and respond to what Steve said. She was on the verge of formulating a sentence when Steve added, “He told me to sleep with one eye open from now on. I thought it was a pretty good attempt at gallows humor.”

      Heather walked a circle around the yard before she came back and stood before him. “Who else knows about the phone call?”

      “I called Leo and told him. Now, I’m telling you. I wanted to tell you first, but, like I said, you’ve been so busy with the housing development.”

      Heather huffed, “I wasn’t that busy.” Steel was in her voice. “What are we going to do about it if he shows up?”

      Steve leaned his chair back. “I believe a guy who’s capable of assault and arson is capable of much more. He counted on me being an easy mark and that I’d slink away like a scared puppy. So, I’m going to beef up security.”

      “How? I already have cameras and alarms all over this property.”

      “I’m looking to get a living, breathing bodyguard.”

      “You want to hire some muscled-up guy named Guido?”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of the four-legged variety. Guido might be a good name for a guard dog. I’ll think about it.”

      Of all the things Steve could come up with, she hadn’t counted on him wanting a dog. “What kind of dog do you want?”

      He stood and held his hand out at belt level. “One whose back comes up to here. I’d like him trained to eat any intruder named Bucky in six bites.”

      Heather said, “I’ve done my part by securing the property electronically. You find the dog. Make sure he doesn’t eat cats.”
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        Palms swaying, tensions rising...and a killer's footprints in the sand.

      

      

      
        
        Blind PI Steve Smiley must unmask a cold-blooded murderer before more bodies drop on this Caribbean retreat gone deadly.
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      The door from the garage slammed shut with enough force to rattle the pictures hanging on the wall. Heather didn’t care. If Steve was napping, that would be his problem. He’d had plenty of time to sleep.

      Steve stepped into the hallway from his suite of rooms without his white cane. “Did someone have a bad day?”

      Heather spewed out something unintelligible, then said, “Where’s Max?”

      “On the couch in my apartment, but I doubt your cat will come to you until you calm down.”

      Heather marched toward the kitchen, complaining as she walked. “To answer your question, Father called me with a problem. He wants us to fix it.”

      “Hmm. That doesn’t sound like him.”

      She spoke over her shoulder. “It’s going to take two glasses of wine and a hot bath before I’ll want to discuss it.”

      Instead of bombarding her with questions, he turned to walk away. “I’ll finish listening to the documentary on television and meet you in the kitchen. Forty minutes should be enough time for you to calm down. I hear lighting candles can help you relax.”

      She didn’t reply, but agreed with Steve’s prescription. Four candles should be enough to calm her frazzled nerves. It wasn’t long before she was up to her neck in a cauldron of hot, sudsy water. Her shoulders relaxed, as did the tension in her neck. The water, wine, and Alpha waves over Bose speakers worked their magic.

      It amazed Heather how thirty minutes of switching her brain off could bring such peace. No need for a second glass of wine. As usual, Steve was right. She didn’t always appreciate having a roommate, but today she did.

      She and her business partner had not always lived under the same roof. Up until a short time ago, their condos had shared a wall, with a kitty door for Max to come and go between them. That arrangement ended when Steve’s former fiction editor retaliated against him by setting fire to Steve’s condo. In one afternoon, they had both lost their homes. She solved that problem by leasing a home with a mother-in-law suite for Steve. Living completely separate, but close, proved helpful when they had a murder to solve.

      As she dried off, her shoulders sagged as she mumbled, “Why can’t Father solve his own problem?”

      She dressed in loose-fitting shorts and a T-shirt, then left her room without worrying about what her makeup or hair looked like. It was one advantage of sharing a home with a blind widower.

      Heather’s thoughts turned to the explanation she’d give Steve as she made her way to the kitchen. As usual, he was waiting on her. “The only reason I’m not a week behind is because I’ve stayed on top of things. If I were gone for a week, who knows what would happen to my businesses?”

      Steve scratched his ear. “Most likely the sun would rise in the east and set in the west like it always does.”

      “And people would put off what they should be doing,” she said with a hard edge to her words.

      Steve raised his hands in pretend surrender. “I’m not the one having to drink wine and take a hot bubble bath, as soon as I get home.” He placed his palms on the table. His words sounded like he’d chipped them from granite. “Let’s skip the fact that you’re a perfectionist-workaholic and move on to something I don’t know. How long before you have a complete meltdown?”

      Heather leaned back in her chair. “Wow. I’m not the only one who had a bad day. You usually save criticism like that for when I really need it.”

      “Sorry. I’m suffering from a severe case of boredom. It’s been three months since our last case. Twiddling my thumbs and listening to Max snore was fine for the first month and a half. Since then, it’s gotten a little monotonous.”

      It was a prick to Heather’s heart. She complained about being too busy when she was the only one to blame. No one told her she had to build a high-end lakeside housing development. Her company’s other investments were doing all she hoped they’d do and more. She blamed it on a dominant gene she’d received from her father and several prior generations of McBlythe overachievers.

      She was on the verge of an apology when Steve put any repentant thoughts to flight. “Forgive me for saying this, but I’d rather not hear about the housing development tonight. Tell me why your father called.”

      Heather took a breath in, then let it out. “He believes someone is stealing sensitive information and selling it.”

      Steve ran his palm across his cheek. “That type of theft is a nightmare to prove. It’s likely the thief is being paid in cryptocurrency.”

      “Since when did you become an expert on cybercrime?”

      “I listened to a documentary on industrial crime a couple of days ago. It’s amazing what you can find on YouTube.”

      Heather dipped her head. “There’s something else. Someone assaulted an employee at Father’s corporate headquarters.”

      Steve sat up straight. “Now you have my full attention. Do you have details?”

      “It happened two days ago in the adjoining parking garage. The victim’s name is Reggie Scott.”

      “Did he have access to sensitive information?”

      “He wasn’t that high in the chain of command. He was described as a perceptive young man who wanted to advance.”

      “What are the police saying?”

      “Father had to make a phone call to Boston’s police commissioner to get the cops moving. You know how mugging investigations go. Even after a good shove, the detectives are moving slowly.”

      Steve tapped a finger on the table. “Back to the problem at hand. What does your father want us to do?”

      Sarcasm dripped from her reply. “Drop everything, come to Boston, find out who assaulted Reggie, and uncover the spy.”

      Steve shook his head. “That would be tricky, especially for you with all you have going on.”

      Heather stood and paced the floor. “Any ideas on what I’m to say to Father?”

      “Not yet. Let’s reheat leftovers, have supper, and sleep on it until tomorrow. I might have a tiny grain of an idea rolling around in my mind by then.”

      What looked like a Scandinavian goddess came into view. Any time their young friend Bella was in the area working, she stayed with them. She entered the kitchen and said, “Unless I’m mistaken, you two are talking about another case to solve. I’ll be busy with photo shoots in Houston for the rest of this week, but I can juggle my schedule for the next two weeks if you need help.”

      Steve lifted his chin. “That’s good to know. Thanks for offering.”

      His phone came to life and announced, “Call from Allister McBlythe.”

      “Hello, Mr. McBlythe. There must be a recent development.”

      “I believe you’re clairvoyant, Steve. Is Heather where she can hear?”

      “I’m here, Father. Bella is, too. We were discussing your problems.”

      “Good. I heard from the police a few minutes ago. Reggie’s in a coma and hanging on to life by the thinnest of margins.”

      Steve took over. “Can we call you back in two hours? We’re going to have something to eat and kick around some ideas about how we can help.”

      “Let’s make it one hour. Nothing like this has ever happened to the business and I want to be involved in any plan you propose.”

      Heather jumped into the conversation. “Father, expect a video call at nine thirty eastern time.”

      The call came to an abrupt end, which didn’t surprise her. When her father worried, tact and diplomacy went by the wayside.

      Heather stopped pacing and addressed Steve. “You have an hour to come up with one heck of a plan.” She started toward the refrigerator to mine it for something fast but relatively healthy. “By the way, I’ll give you seven days of my time. After that, you and Bella are on your own.”
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      Heather turned from the pile of vegetables she’d assembled and asked, “Do you two want any type of protein on your salads?”

      Bella moved closer to her and whispered, “Steve’s in one of his trances. I don’t think he can hear you.”

      “Probably not. I’ll put chunks of ham and cheese on his.”

      It was then that Heather noticed the white band on Bella’s left ring finger. “Where’s your engagement ring and wedding band?”

      The conversation continued in whispers. “I can’t wear them when I’m doing photo shoots, so I picked up a few of these rubber ones.” She examined her long, perfectly formed fingers. “It gets the message out that I’m off the market, and I’m not afraid I’ll lose it. Adam doesn’t mind. In fact, it was his idea that I save the bling for special occasions.”

      Heather walked to where Steve sat and asked if he wanted to eat or wait.

      Nothing moved except his lips, and only enough to issue a one-word response. “Later.”

      She arranged the ingredients for their salads on three plates and put Steve’s in the refrigerator. Bella was right. Steve had mentally retreated to a place where words had a hard time penetrating. Early in their partnership, she found this maddening. Later, she realized hyper-concentration was one of his superpowers.

      With a nudge of her head toward the formal dining room, Heather indicated that they should go there to eat. Once settled, Heather asked, “How’s Adam?”

      “He’s awesome and busy, as always. Mom and Dad are enjoying living in Puerto Rico and having him there.” She looked down at her salad. “I’m not sure what Adam will say when I tell him I’m not coming to see them on my two weeks off.”

      Heather put her fork down. “You don’t have to help us if it’s going to cause a rift.”

      Bella flicked away the statement like it was a fly on a slice of watermelon. “You have one week to spare, which means Steve would be alone if it takes over seven days to solve the case. I have two weeks, so I can stay with him if it takes longer. Besides, Adam and I have the rest of our lives to be together.”

      Heather acknowledged to herself that the time-line would be challenging. “Let’s not borrow trouble before the case starts. We’ve yet to hear details. There may not be anything to investigate if the police make a quick arrest in the assault case and Father discovers who’s stealing information. It surprises me he doesn’t already know.”

      Bella had a bite of raw cauliflower in her mouth when Heather spoke her last sentence, so she didn’t respond with words. The young woman cast a quick glance Heather’s way. The raised eyebrows asked, “Who do you think you’re fooling?”

      Heather stabbed lettuce and half a cherry tomato, raised it to her mouth, but didn’t pop it in. “As I said, it really surprises me that Father hasn’t discovered who’s stealing secrets.”

      Bella swallowed. “That tells me they’re super sneaky. I’d look for someone with a very high IQ.”

      “That applies to so many people around him and his company. The first thing we’ll need to do is narrow down the number of suspects. I know how Father runs his business. It’s very compartmentalized, with each department head responsible for their particular area. There aren’t many executives who have access to information concerning multiple departments. It will be interesting to see if the thefts are occurring in only one department.”

      “You’re losing me,” said Bella as she took a bite of raw carrot.

      “You’ll catch on when we talk to Father.”

      Heather checked her phone for the time. “I need to set up the video meeting and make a few notes. He’ll blow a fuse if I’m not prepared.”

      Although she was a married woman, Bella still had a school-girl giggle that bubbled to the surface. “You’re a graduate of Princeton, an attorney, a former police detective, and a successful businesswoman. Yet, you’re still trying to please your father.”

      Heather’s reply left her mouth without considering her words. “Look who’s talking. You’re no slouch with accomplishments, and you want to please the men in your life.”

      “I’m making up for lost time with my dad.”

      Heather’s fork dangled in the air. “I never realized how similar our childhoods were. A kidnapper stole you away from your parents. Mine didn’t know what to do with me, so they hired others to do the job.” Heather impaled lettuce, a leaf of raw spinach, and a sliver of sweet pepper in one stab of her fork. “I guess we both turned out all right.”

      “So far,” said Steve. “Let’s see how you do with a billion-dollar project and a hard case at the same time.”
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      After Heather secured the link for the video call, Allister McBlythe IV’s face appeared in a matter of seconds. Her father wasted no time. “Good evening. I see everyone’s gathered. Let’s hear what you’ve come up with.”

      Heather responded first. “Before I turn this over to Steve, give us details about the thefts.”

      “Of course. I first suspected something was amiss about nine months ago when I noticed a particular businessman made unusually high profits on a highly speculative investment. This came at a time when I was poised to buy stock in a copper mine. The geologist’s report from samples came back showing the potential greater than anyone ever imagined. I’d paid for the report and was preparing to become the majority stockholder. Before I could purchase additional shares, the price shot through the ceiling.”

      Heather asked, “Who else knew you were going to purchase more stock?”

      “The head of my acquisitions department and my CFO.”

      Steve asked, “Who had access to the report?”

      “Only the head of acquisitions and myself.”

      Steve broke in. “Something tells me this isn’t the only thing that’s happened.”

      “Correct. Four months ago, I was preparing to sell all my stock in a pharmaceutical company that had shown promise in a treatment for dementia. The clinical trials revealed significant adverse effects of the drug. Before I could sell, another large shareholder dumped their stock. The company’s stock price tanked, and I was left with near worthless stock shares.”

      Heather countered with, “The leak could have come from someplace other than your company. Were there any other significant events that led you to believe someone within your organization sold information?”

      “I’m not finished. Two months ago, my personal assistant told me she believed someone had been in my office. She intentionally placed a file out of alphabetical order. It was one that I’d been looking at as a potential investment. Someone had placed it back in the correct order.”

      Heather had to admit that was suspicious. She knew her father’s office suite was off limits to all but a few. It was where he kept his most sensitive files. Her mind jumped to who she thought could be an obvious suspect. “Do you think your personal assistant or secretarial staff could be behind these events?”

      Her father lifted his chin, which wasn’t a good sign. “These aren’t events. They’re industrial theft.” He continued to look down his nose. “As for my PA, I’d trust Dorcas Lindley with my life.”

      “She’s only been with you a few years.”

      “If she was stealing secrets, why would she set a trap, then tell me someone had been rifling through my files and placed one back in proper alphabetical order?”

      He huffed out a full breath. “Besides, I had private investigators look into her finances. There’s been no significant monetary inflows to her. She leads a quiet life and has never shown signs of greed or dissatisfaction.”

      Heather didn’t appreciate the condescending tone of her father’s words but stayed on track. “Did the investigators consider that someone might have paid her in cryptocurrency?”

      “Of course they did. They also investigated her banking records, which included everything they could do legally and a few things that will remain unspoken.”

      Steve broke into the conversation. “Do you believe the assault on Reggie Scott has something to do with the thefts of information?”

      Heather watched as her father rubbed his chin. “I’d describe him as an up-and-coming accountant with marginal executive potential. Our CFO, Habib Patel, had his eye on Mr. Scott for advancement. He had drive, but liked to live large, if you know what I mean.”

      “Am I right to assume Reggie Scott had access to many of the same documents that the head of accounting did?”

      “Some, but not all.”

      Steve wasn’t through. “Is it common in your organization to have multiple people within each department with access to all information?”

      “Very few. Janice Peltier is the head of my legal department. She’s the only attorney with access to every case. There’s no second-in-command. She assigns cases according to the expertise required. There may be water-cooler talk about the individual cases the attorneys are working on, but Janice says it’s general gossip, and she’s constantly reminding the attorneys to leave all files locked in their desks.”

      “Does that go for all your department heads?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I can vouch for that,” said Heather.

      “What are your major departments?” asked Steve.

      “I’m the company president. Answering directly to me are Habib Patel, the chief financial officer, Bob Brown, the head of acquisitions, and Janice Peltier, head of the legal department.” He raised a finger. “There’s also Louis Crane, our technology wizard. I included him because he has exceptional skills with computers.”

      “Is he a hacker?”

      Heather answered for her father. “Any head of IT knows computers backward and forward. I’d question their veracity if they said they didn’t know how to hack into most systems. I know my director of IT can hack into almost anything. She also knows what would happen to her if she did.”

      Steve allowed a few seconds to pass. “Send me everything you have on everyone you’ve mentioned tonight. Heather, Bella, and I will start with them and do our own background checks.”

      “My private investigators have already done reports on those, plus some other employees. Do you want me to send them all to you?”

      “As soon as you can,” said Heather.

      Mr. McBlythe leaned back in his chair and interlaced his fingers. “You haven’t said anything about a plan to catch the thief.”

      Heather and Bella exchanged guilty glances, but said nothing.

      Steve cleared his throat. “The silence from your daughter is because she hasn’t thought of anything yet.”

      “That’s not true,” said Heather. “Bella and I were being polite and waiting for you to go first.”

      “You never were good at lying,” said Allister.

      Steve spoke before Heather could dig a deeper hole. “I have something in mind, but right now it’s less than half-baked. It’s going to be complicated and will depend on what kind of physical condition all the suspects are in.”

      “Physical condition?” asked Heather.

      Steve nodded. “For my plan to work, we need to practice absolute secrecy. Let’s do another video call tomorrow night at the same time. We’ll spend a day or two completing the plan and the rest of the week making arrangements.”

      “Don’t forget,” said Heather. “I can only give you seven days.”

      “That may be seven more than me,” said her father. “I’ve several overseas trips scheduled in the next few weeks.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Steve pushed back from the table a couple of inches. “In fact, it might be best if we didn’t include you in anything but the planning.”

      Heather looked at her father’s face on the screen. “What’s so important that you won’t be available to help plan or implement what we come up with? After all, it’s your company.”

      The corner of one side of his mouth rose a millimeter or two. “You’re the one who insisted on doing a billion-dollar housing project on Lake Conroe by yourself. You didn’t consult me on any part of it. Why should I feel obligated to discuss my agenda?”

      “Because you’re asking the three of us to help catch a thief and possibly the person who assaulted your employee.”

      A wave of a hand preceded her father’s excuse. “You’ll be even more effective after you get your mind off your project for a while. I’ve watched you closely since you started solving crimes with Steve. You always come back with renewed vigor after you play detective.”

      Steve nodded. “He’s right. Six months is the longest you can go without taking a vacation to solve a case. You’ve been working so hard, it’s cut the time down to only three months before you need a break from your business.”

      “That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Bella spoke up. “They’re right, Heather. Solving a crime energizes you.”

      Heather had her mouth open to strike back against their logic, but her father interrupted. “I’m looking forward to hearing Steve’s plan tomorrow night.”

      The computer’s speakers made a strange metallic sound, and her father’s image blinked off.

      Mumbled words came from Heather. She pulled down her laptop’s screen and announced, “Don’t look for me the rest of the evening. I’ll be soaking in my tub and drinking that second glass of wine.”

      “Don’t forget the candles,” said Steve.
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      The next night, Heather arrived three minutes late for the video call. Steve and Bella were still exchanging small talk with her father, so she didn’t think he would scold her. She was wrong.

      “Did you lose track of time, daughter?”

      She noticed he’d addressed her as if she were a child. “Nice to see you, too, Father. How was your day?”

      “Profitable. I find the more punctual I am, the better the results. How was your day?”

      “Full and rewarding. Thank you for asking.”

      “You need to thank Steve and Bella for contacting me to say you’d be late. I took it upon myself to set up the link.”

      Heather issued a fake smile. “I suggest we not waste any more time and begin.” She turned to Steve. “You’ve had all day to devise a plan to help Father out of the situation he’s in. What do you propose?”

      Steve sat with Heather on his right and Bella on his left. “It’s only a general outline. My inspiration came from a documentary I listened to on what it takes to become a Navy SEAL. Their training breaks down the applicants both physically and mentally before the actual training in warfare begins.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Heather. “Are you suggesting we take out-of-shape executives and put them through brutal training?”

      Steve smiled. “Not brutal, only unpleasant. It won’t take nearly as much to break them down because they won’t be expecting it.”

      “Where would you do this?” asked Allister.

      “Before we get to that, let’s talk about suspects. I reviewed the reports your private investigators developed. They did very good background research on those they considered the primary suspects. I agree with their conclusion that the person responsible for stealing information from your company is among the top echelon of your employees. It’s possible that two or three have worked together to steal from you, but I think it’s more likely this is the work of only one person.”

      Allister asked, “Do you also think this person tried to kill Reggie Scott?”

      “I’d say it’s likely Reggie discovered something and spooked his assailant. It’s possible the thief hired someone to do the assault and they went too far.”

      Heather asked, “Do you have an update on Reggie’s condition?”

      “He’s still in a coma.”

      Steve continued. “I propose telling the suspects you’re sending them on a team-building vacation. They’ll be gone a week to some sort of resort. What I have in mind is a fat-farm where they’ll exercise until they can hardly move. They’ll eat small portions of salad three times a day.”

      “Do you have one in mind?” asked Heather’s father.

      “This is where I need your help. It needs to be a place that’s isolated but will appeal to them visually.”

      “I don’t get it,” said Bella. “Why do you want to break them down physically and mentally?”

      “To reveal character, fears, and secrets. Also, they’re more likely not to remember any lies they tell if they’re sleep deprived, hungry, and aching.”

      Heather’s father took his turn. “Can you break them down in only a week?”

      Steve made a steeple with his index fingers. “If you deprive them of sleep before they travel, I believe it’s likely. Give them unreasonable deadlines to complete for a couple of days before they travel.”

      Heather wasn’t convinced. “We’re talking about some of the brightest people on the planet. Some of them are bound to see through this plan, especially the person stealing information. They’ll know all they have to do is make it through a week and they’ll be home free.”

      Her father challenged her. “How would you improve on the plan?”

      Heather held up her hands. “I don’t know, but something’s missing. My team responds well to challenges. They’re all very competitive.”

      No one said anything, which told Heather everyone was thinking of how they might take the skeleton of Steve’s plan and add to it. Bella finally broke the silence. “You’re looking for an isolated location. Right?”

      “Correct,” said Allister.

      “The most isolated places I know are islands in the Caribbean.”

      Steve’s head jerked up. “You’re on the right track, Bella, but we can’t leave the people marooned on a deserted island with no water, food, or shelter.”

      Allister came to the rescue. “Leave it to me. I know several people who own private islands. They’ve built homes there. There’s one in particular that has a luxury home and independent bungalows for guests. It has a dock large enough to accommodate a yacht and a pad for a helicopter. If it’s available, you could come in by boat or air.”

      “It sounds perfect,” said Steve. “You see if it’s available, and we’ll meet again tomorrow night. There’s still a ton of logistics to work out, and Heather’s right about someone seeing through our plan. A major part is still missing, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Heather’s father promised to check on the availability of the island. Steve committed to discovering the missing piece to the plan and to seek help in devising a plan to challenge people mentally and physically. Bella said she’d do whatever was needed once they found the exact location.

      This left Heather with nothing to do but wonder what she could contribute to the plan. Oh well, she needed to concentrate on her construction project.
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      It was unusual for Heather to get ideas on her way home from the office. In fact, her body and brain felt like mush after a day of doing battle with crusty contractors and supply chain issues. It seemed everyone had an excuse for not doing what they’d promised. Added to her list of woes was a call from some lower-level bureaucrat in the county planning commission who couldn’t locate their copy of a deed of sale to a lot in the middle of the future recreation center. Construction was already under way. The county was threatening to red-tag work if she didn’t produce a document that she’d already provided.

      Then, everything changed. Someone else, without as impressive of a title, called her back after four hours. She apologized and said her boss had found the document in another file. One more crisis averted, but most of one day wasted.

      Heather turned into her driveway and left thoughts about her project behind. That’s when the idea struck her. It was the missing piece that Steve hadn’t been able to put his finger on. Instead of dreading another video conference with her father, excitement coursed through her. She finally had something constructive to add.

      She punched the opener and waited while the garage door rose. Unlike the previous night, she’d have time to grab a quick bite to eat, unload her laptop, and send her father a text message stating she would take care of the hook-up.

      “You’re home early,” said Steve as he followed Max down the hallway and into the breakfast nook.

      Heather reached down and gave her chubby cat a rub under his chin. He rewarded her with purrs of contentment. “I’m not only home early, but I know what’s missing in your plan. The answer came to me a few minutes ago.”

      “That’s good,” said Steve. “I’m fresh out of ideas.”

      Bella joined them. “I’m ready to help, but I don’t know what to do. I hope your dad scored an island for us.”

      Heather spoke with confidence. “I don’t think Father would have mentioned it if he wasn’t sure.” She chuckled. “I’m a little surprised he doesn’t already own an island.”

      Steve took his seat. “It’s good to see you in a better mood. What brought it on?”

      “Perhaps it was having something niggling on my mind besides the housing project. It’s even possible you’re right about me needing a week off.”

      Her father logged onto the video call precisely when he said he would. “Good evening. I’m happy to report we have a private island booked and ready. It’s not terribly far from Bella’s former home and is part of the U.S. Virgin Islands. Only an hour by boat if it has a robust motor.”

      “How cool!” said Bella. “I might know it. What’s it called?”

      “Christmas Cay. I’ll send the longitude and latitude. You can fly into either St. Thomas or St. Croix. From there, you’ll need to charter a boat or a helicopter to get to the island.”

      Heather broke in. “How many will the accommodations sleep?”

      “At least twenty. The island itself is a lush jungle, rises to almost a thousand feet, and has an area of six square miles. There’s one white sand beach on the lee side of the island. That’s where the pier is located.”

      Bella was so excited she squirmed in her seat. “What can I do to help?”

      Heather broke in. “I need to share my idea before we go on. It will affect the head count.”

      Steve interrupted. “I count four suspects coming from Mr. McBlythe’s company. Add to that three more— Heather, Bella, and me. That’s seven.”

      Excitement rose in the room as Heather took over again. “Here’s my addition to Steve’s plan. I want to start a rumor in my company and Father’s that he and I are planning a merger. This will mean a consolidation of resources and personnel.”

      “I don’t get it,” said Bella. “Why would you do that?”

      Heather’s father understood immediately. “Wonderful idea. There’s enough truth in it because someday it will really happen.”

      “Let’s hope no time soon,” said Heather. “Anyway, I propose to bring a few of my key employees to give the rumor credence.”

      Steve nodded in agreement. “I like it so far. Who will you bring?”

      “Louise King, the head of IT, Malcolm Swift, the chief financial officer, and Brent Coolidge, my head of acquisitions. I’d bring my PA, but she’ll need to hold down the fort.”

      “What about your lead attorney?” asked her father. “I’m sending Janice Peltier.”

      “Amy is seven months pregnant. I don’t think she’d appreciate a long plane flight followed by a bouncy boat ride.”

      Heather looked at her father on her computer screen. “What do you think of my idea?”

      “It’s almost perfect.”

      Heather bristled. “What’s wrong with it? Everyone will be so worried about losing their hard-won positions in their company that they’ll not suspect we’re trying to find a thief.”

      Steve leaned in her direction. “It’s almost perfect because you failed to consider two things.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Food and exercise. We need a chef and someone who’ll push them to the limit of their physical endurance.”

      Her father issued a toothy grin. “Haven’t you been around Steve long enough to know he’d not forget about food?”

      “How foolish of me,” said Heather. “As far as the physical part, I bet my personal trainer would love to spend a week on a private island making people’s lives miserable. I’ll see if he can get away.”

      “That reminds me,” said her father. “We’ll have the island for a maximum of eight days, starting this coming Sunday.”

      Bella jumped into the conversation. “I know some chefs on St. Croix; I’m sure I can convince one of them to help us. Mom and Dad taught me about ordering food for their resort. We won’t starve.”

      “I’ll help you,” said Steve.

      Heather nudged him. “You’re looking out for yourself. I suppose you want to be exempt from the diet and exercise.”

      “I’ll need to keep my mind sharp. It works best if my stomach isn’t growling.”

      Bella took her turn again. “Why don’t Steve and I go a day or two early to St. Croix with the chef and personal trainer? We could charter a boat and have everything staged before Heather and the guests arrive.”

      “Great idea,” said Heather. “You can take my airplane. My pilots can come back to get me and my employees a couple of days later. We could meet the ones on Father’s plane at either St. Croix or St. Thomas and go to the island from there.”

      “I’d recommend St. Croix,” said Bella. “The airport isn’t as busy, and I know the owner of the boat I’d like to charter.”

      A mischievous grin parted Steve’s lips. “Mr. McBlythe, would you mind flying your people down to St. Croix on commercial flights?”

      “I was thinking the same thing. I’ll put them in economy on a red-eye budget airline from Boston to Miami. They’ll arrive very early, then board the first flight to St. Croix. Loss of sleep will jump-start your plan.”

      Steve gave a nod of approval. “Follow that with a boat ride on open seas, and they’ll be tired and grumpy by the time they reach the island.” He rubbed his hands together. “This might work.”
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      The image of Heather’s father sitting in his home’s office blinked on, accompanied by audio. He was the first to speak. “Good evening. Where are Steve and Bella?”

      Bella was only a short step away, so she eased into her seat. “That’s a snappy Hawaiian shirt you’re wearing tonight, Mr. McBlythe. I’m used to seeing you in a coat and tie.”

      “I’ve spent so much time thinking about the private island and what awaits my executives that I had to pay homage to the Caribbean in some small way.”

      “The ocean breeze is calling my name,” said Bella. “I’ve worn shorts, sandals, and bright cotton blouses all week.”

      Steve settled in a chair on the other side of Heather. “A key lime pie got me in the mood for sun, sand, and the sound of waves lapping on the shore.”

      Heather got down to business. “It’s Wednesday night and all arrangements are complete at this end. Steve, Bella, and my personal trainer will leave in my plane from Conroe-North Houston Regional Airport tomorrow morning. Bella arranged for a chef she knows to meet her in St. Croix. She’s supervising the loading of provisions and cooking for everyone all week. They should arrive on the island well before dark.”

      Her father gave her a nod of approval. “Will your pilots fly back the same day?”

      “I’m not leaving Conroe until early Sunday morning so they can spend the night in St. Croix. They’ll fly back on Saturday and be ready to take me and my three executives to St. Croix.”

      Her father folded his hands on his desk. “It sounds like your people will arrive well rested.”

      “Not exactly,” said Heather. “My intention is to stay ahead of the construction schedule. I don’t mind losing a day or two, but not all seven. That means I’m delegating more to Brent, Malcolm, and Louise before they leave.”

      “Remind me again. What departments are they over?”

      “Brent is acquisitions, Malcolm is the chief financial officer, and Louise is head of information technology.”

      Her father’s head bobbed. “I understand your lead attorney can’t come because she’s expecting a child soon, but don’t you think it would be better if you sent your second-in-command from the legal department?”

      “I’d rather he stay here.”

      “Why?”

      Heather gathered her thoughts, took in a deep breath, and launched into an explanation she didn’t want to make. “His name is Clyde Pugh, and he’s perhaps the most brilliant attorney I’ve ever met. His knowledge is encyclopedic, and he’s an absolute bulldog in the courtroom. He’d be my lead attorney if he’d do something about a personal issue.”

      Steve’s chuckle signaled he had something to say. “What Heather’s trying to say is Clyde has hygiene issues.”

      Heather’s father responded with raised eyebrows.

      Heather continued where Steve had left off. “Luckily, he’s a loner who abhors working with anyone. I gave him the title of Assistant Department Director so he could have his own office at the end of the hall. He comes to work early every day and is almost always the last attorney to leave. He has no supervisory duties, but he’s worth every penny I pay him.”

      It was Steve’s turn again. “I think he’d be perfect to throw into the mix, but I can’t convince Heather to bring him.”

      Mr. McBlythe leaned forward. “Do you agree that Clyde Pugh would help uncover the person stealing from me?”

      “Yes,” said Steve, before she could respond.

      “He’d be a constant distraction,” said Heather.

      “Exactly, and that’s what we’re trying to do with exercise, lack of sleep, and near-impossible mental tasks.” Steve turned his head toward her. “You don’t want to take him because you’re afraid someone would kill him and we’d have another crime to solve.”

      Heather spoke under her breath. “If I have to be in close contact with Clyde for a week, you may not have to look any farther than me for your killer.”

      Bella couldn’t contain a laugh. “I was just thinking about how I’d react to being stuck on a private jet for about six hours with an obnoxious, smelly passenger. Yuk!”

      “That’s my point,” said Steve. “Let the misery begin, and keep it up for multiple days.”

      Heather’s father tilted his head, and she braced for the question she knew was coming. “Isn’t your judgment being clouded? From what I’m hearing, Clyde Pugh could speed up your plan.” He tilted his head a little more. “What’s the real reason you don’t want him on the island?”

      Heather’s cheeks pushed out prior to huffing out a full breath. “I can’t stand the thought of smelling him for multiple hours in my airplane.”

      Steve had a quick response. “You don’t have to. Pack your bags tonight and come with us tomorrow.”

      Heather gave her head a vigorous shake. “I can’t do that. I’ve planned out the next three days.”

      Steve countered with, “That fancy airplane is an office in the sky. There’s nothing you do in your office that you can’t do on your plane.”

      “That may be true, but I’m sure the island doesn’t have Internet or cell service.”

      “You’re wrong,” said her father. “They installed Starlink in the main house last week. You’ll have complete Internet access. As for telephone, you have a satellite phone.”

      Bella interrupted. “If you’re so averse to traveling with Clyde and you want privacy, stay in a hotel on St. Croix for a few nights. Then, come to the island by boat on Sunday.”

      “Excellent idea,” said her father. “You can meet your executives at the dock, and there will be plenty of fresh air on the boat ride to the island. All you have to do is sit upwind from Mr. Pugh.”

      Heather thought about it. “It seems I’m outvoted on including Clyde Pugh. I may live to regret it, but I’ll call my PA and tell her I’m leaving for St. Croix in the morning and for her to change all my in-person meetings for the next three days to teleconferences. She’ll also need to arrange accommodations.”

      Steve murmured, “I may have Bella steal your satellite phone once we’re on the island. You promised a full week of no distractions.”

      “If I’m truthful, that’s not a bad idea. I want to do my part while I’m there.”

      A lull in the conversation followed, so Steve took the lead. “We need to hear from you, Mr. McBlythe. Have you completed travel plans for everyone coming from Boston?”

      “I implemented the plan we discussed. My people will arrive on the island physically and mentally fatigued. The rumor about my retirement and an imminent merger spread like wildfire. Anxiety is running high. An unexpected benefit has been that the stock price of the company is up significantly. I’m hearing that none of the week’s participants believe this will be a series of team-building exercises. They think they’re auditioning to save their jobs.”

      “That’s good,” said Steve. “I want them to believe their jobs are in jeopardy.”

      Heather added, “I expect them to believe they’ll have to move to Texas in order to keep their jobs. I doubt that’s sitting well with some of them.”

      Mr. McBlythe issued a word of caution. “This plan may have unintended consequences. I’d hate to lose any of my top executives.”

      “I share your concern, Father, but you taught me a good shake-up every few years can spur growth,”

      A warm smile preceded his words. “I didn’t think you ever listened to me.”

      “Speaking of distractions,” said Bella. “We could throw out the pirate legend that surrounds Christmas Cay to stir up everyone. It has cay in its name, but it’s really an island. The cay is offshore on the east side. Legend has it pirates were chasing a ship carrying rum two days before Christmas and it ran aground trying to get to the sheltered bay. The ship’s charts showed it was island, but it didn’t show the cay. If they’d been approaching from the lee side of the island, they could have found safe harbor and possibly saved their cargo from the pirates. As it was, the crew nor the cargo were seen again. The legend says there are still pirates protecting the island.

      Heather scoffed lightly, “We’re going to have an island full of very smart people. I don’t think pirate legends will cause much anxiety. Besides, we’ll be on the island in June, not December.”

      Bella dismissed her words with a toothy grin. “Everyone knows pirate curses stay in effect all year round.”

      Heather sighed. “We’ll hold it as a backup distraction.”

      “I like it,” said Heather’s father. “What else can we do that will occupy their thoughts?”

      Silence settled upon the group until Bella spoke again. “Here’s a better idea than tales of pirates. Many people are afraid of the sea. The idea of swimming in the same water as sharks might frighten them.”

      “Good thinking,” said Steve. “Did I hear you say you were bringing a speargun along with your snorkeling gear?”

      “I thought I’d make myself useful by providing fresh seafood. In fact, it’s going to be the primary meat we’ll have at our meals.”

      A sly smile parted Steve’s lips. “Why don’t we tell everyone they have to catch their own supper?”

      “Can everyone swim?” asked Heather.

      “If not, I can teach them, or they can fish off the dock,” said Bella. “Of course there’s no guarantee they’ll catch anything from there. I find it’s more effective to use a speargun.”

      Heather held up both hands. “That’s enough distractions. Between the physical and mental fatigue, stories of shipwrecks, a threat of shark attacks, and being deprived of all contact with the outside world, everyone’s true character should come shining through.”

      Her father added, “If this doesn’t uncover the person who’s been stealing and selling company secrets, I don’t know what will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Heather’s personal assistant met her at the elevator with a cup of coffee. “I thought you might need this.”

      “You read my mind, but you didn’t have to get here so early.” Heather took the mug and strode down the hall toward her office.

      “I’ll catch up on my sleep while you’re gone.”

      “Nice joke. You’re taking my place. I promised my father and Steve one full week of my time. Steve reminded me that my plane is an extension of my office. He thinks I should add a few days to the investigation, so we’re compromising. I’m working in the air and the hotel for a few days, then I’ll focus on the investigation.”

      They passed through the outer office where the receptionists’ desks sat like silent sentinels. Five in the morning was usually too early for the phones to ring, which suited Heather fine. “Any calls or emails I need to know about?”

      “Two from Boston. One from Habib Patel and another from Janice Peltier.”

      “That’s Father’s chief financial officer and lead attorney. Did they say what they wanted or why they were calling me instead of him?”

      “Only that they’d like you to call them back if you weren’t too busy.”

      Heather made it to her desk and placed the valise carrying her laptop on it. “Steve told me to expect this. He described it as sucking up to the prospective new boss. I’d call it jockeying for position over their potential rivals. It tells me those two are more interested in keeping their jobs than remaining in Boston.”

      “Do you want me to get them on the line for you?”

      Heather shook her head. “It’s best that I ignore them until we get on the island. They work for my father, not me.”

      “Did you eat breakfast?”

      “Not yet. I’ll have a protein drink on the airplane and an energy bar somewhere over the Gulf of Mexico or the Caribbean.”

      Her personal assistant then gave a rundown on Heather’s stay in St. Croix. “I booked you a room for three nights at the Ritz-Carlton. Steve, Bella, and your trainer have rooms for only two nights.”

      “That’s a good hotel choice,” said Heather. “As much as I love the resort Bella’s parents sold, it still holds bitter-sweet memories. After all, that was the place Jack and I called off our engagement.”

      Her assistant added, “I wasn’t sure how Bella would react to staying at her parents’ former resort either, so I played it safe.”

      Heather let out a sigh. “She said goodbye to that resort after she and Adam were married there. I think you made the right decision to book us someplace else. What about the helicopter on Sunday?”

      “You can work all day Saturday at the hotel while the others take a boat to the island. The helicopter will take you from the airport to Christmas Cay at four in the afternoon on Sunday.”

      Heather nodded her head in approval. “I wanted to make a dramatic entrance.” She paused. “What’s the weather forecast for that part of the Caribbean?”

      “Windy with a possibility of scattered showers.”

      “That’s normal for that part of the world.” An additional thought occurred to her. “Winds mean rough seas. We’ll find out how many of those on the boat are prone to seasickness. A journey over choppy water will be the perfect way to begin their week.”

      The early morning passed as Heather checked in with a dozen or more contractors. She extracted personal promises from each that they would stay ahead of construction schedules. About half of them sounded convincing. Falling behind was part and parcel of building anything, let alone a new lakeside housing development.

      At eight o’clock, she met with all those scheduled to go to Christmas Cay except Clyde Pugh. It didn’t take long before Brent Coolidge, Heather’s acquisitions director, worked up the courage to ask, “Is it true that Clyde’s coming with us?”

      Heather nodded. “Is that a problem?”

      “Not if he bathes and puts on deodorant.”

      Heather wasn’t about to back down. Her voice took on the tone she’d used as a police detective. “Mr. Pugh is as much a part of this trip as anyone else. This week is about team building. Do you understand what that means?”

      He gave his head a nod.

      “Good. Mr. Pugh is going because Amy is too close to having her baby. I chose him to be the number two man in the legal department. Are you having trouble with my decision?”

      He swallowed hard. “Not really.”

      “Not really, or no?”

      Eyes cast downward. He mumbled, “No problem.”

      Heather closed the meeting by saying, “You were each given a list of everything you’ll need to bring. Make sure you leave nothing behind. Remember, there’s no cell or Internet service on the island. In case of an emergency, I’ll have a satellite phone.”

      Following the quick meeting with her employees, Heather called Clyde Pugh to verify that he knew to be at Conroe’s airport and on her plane in the wee hours of Sunday morning. It surprised her that he seemed excited about going and even had everything packed. He then asked, “Can I bring my snorkeling equipment? I can’t stand to use other people’s things.”

      “Sure.”

      “Great. I’ll bring my knife and speargun, too.”

      “I didn’t realize you liked the water so much. Are you a certified diver?”

      “Of course. I believe everyone should be. Don’t you?”

      “That’s a personal decision.”

      “You’re certified,” said Clyde with certainty.

      “Yes, but some people have phobias about wearing a mask and breathing through a snorkel or respirator.”

      “That’s because they’re weak-minded. A week on the island will toughen them up.”

      Just when Heather thought there was a modicum of human kindness in Clyde, he proved her wrong. Well, he was still a brilliant attorney.

      Heather made it to the airport at ten o’clock sharp. One of her pilots greeted her on the tarmac. “We’ve stored the luggage, and Bill is going to the terminal to get Steve, Bella, and the personal trainer. That guy looks like a wall of muscles.”

      “His name is Matt, and he’s the reason I stay in fairly good shape.”

      “The last time I saw him, Matt was doing push-ups and crunches in the terminal.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me,” said Heather. “He’s intense with workouts.”

      Her pilot looked her in the eye. “I wanted to thank you for allowing our wives to fly with us to St. Croix. They can’t believe they get a full week lounging in the sun.”

      Heather shrugged. “You and Bill deserve a vacation with your wives. Besides, I may need you nearby if there’s some sort of emergency. There’s also the chance everyone will leave a day or two early.”

      Bella led Steve across an expanse of blacktop with Matt trailing behind. She giggled when she saw Steve wearing a garish, mostly orange, Hawaiian print shirt with white shorts, sandals, and a straw sun hat. Heather looked at Bella. “Did you pick out his wardrobe?”

      Steve answered for her. “I told Bella to find me the brightest shirts made. How did she do?”

      “Perfect. You could glow in the dark.”

      “Good. You won’t have any trouble picking me out from the crowd.”

      Bella added, “It was all Steve’s idea. He wanted to be different.”

      “You succeeded.”

      Steve said, “Let’s get going. I was hoping for a couple of hours on the beach this afternoon, but someone insisted on going to her office and wasting half the day.”

      “It was only three hours, and you’ll have time in the sun today.”

      “Not if we don’t get in the air. We’re burning daylight.”

      The two detectives, Bella, and Matt climbed the stairs and took their seats. Twin jet engines came to life, and in a matter of minutes the plane passed over the Texas coast on its way to a sun-kissed island in the Caribbean. Heather sent a text to her father.

      
        
        In the air. Next stop, St. Croix.

      

      

      She couldn’t tell if Steve was awake or asleep for the next hour of the flight. Her thoughts fixed on a parking garage in Boston, the place Reggie Scott was attacked. The police were still treating the assault on her father’s employee as a mugging gone wrong. Was that the truth?

      Her thoughts shifted back to Texas. One of the main reasons she was anxious to keep the project on schedule and moving forward was to make sure her and Steve’s duplexes were finished in a timely manner. She knew one day the grace would run out on the two of them living under the same roof.

      It was time for her afternoon progress report on the construction project. She’d force herself to stay focused on her project while Steve fine-tuned the plan to catch a thief. Hours passed in a flurry of facts, figures, and phone calls.

      All went well until her pilot announced they were ten minutes away from landing at St. Croix. A glimpse through her window at the water and the sky in their varying shades of blue, competing with one another for the most beautiful. She wasn’t expecting the stab to her heart as the memory of Jack telling her he couldn’t marry her shook her world to its foundation. It was on St. Croix that he explained he had a daughter from a previous relationship. He hadn’t known the daughter existed, but the death of the girl’s mother meant he had to face his parental responsibilities head-on. To his credit, he did, but the decision left Heather with a boyfriend instead of a fiancé.

      For all her supposed talents, Heather realized she was woefully inadequate in dealing with a stepdaughter on the verge of becoming a teen. Perhaps someday, after Brianna was in college, or even later, she and Jack might…

      Thoughts of lost love came to an abrupt end as the airplane’s tires came down harder than usual on the runway. She packed her laptop away and followed the others down the steps into the balmy air of what most people thought was paradise.

      Steve made it down the steps without help and came to an abrupt stop on the tarmac. With head tilted back, he took in a full breath of the tropical breeze. “There’s nothing like the smell of an island in the Caribbean. I hope there’s enough time for me to score a lounge chair and listen to the waves come to shore.”

      “Aren’t you hungry?” asked Heather.

      “Always, but that can wait. Let’s get to the hotel.”

      A van from the hotel was waiting outside the hangars. The small size of the islands meant the trip to the hotel didn’t take long. Heather turned to Bella. “Steve’s intent on listening to the sea before dark. Could you take him to the shore and put him in a lounger while I get us checked in?”

      “Sure. This is such an awesome hotel. I know a bunch of people who work here.”

      Right on cue, the desk clerk let out a squeal. “Bella! Is that you?”

      “Hello, Margie. When did you start working here?”

      “Not long after your wedding. Where’s Adam?”

      “In Puerto Rico with my parents.”

      Bella hooked her arm through Steve’s. “This is Steve Smiley, and behind him is Heather McBlythe. Steve’s eager to sit by the water. I don’t mean to rush off, but—”

      Margie raised a hand to blunt her words. “Say no more. We’ve been expecting Ms. McBlythe and her companions. Take Mr. Smiley to the water’s edge. I’ll send a server to take his drink order and bring anything he desires from the menu.”

      Steve held the top of his white cane in one hand. “You wouldn’t have conch fritters and an ice-cold bottle of beer, would you?”

      “Fritters are one of our specialties, and I’ll tell them to bring your beer in a bucket of ice, Mr. Smiley.”

      “Call me Steve. I’m on island time.”

      Steve and Bella walked out the door leading to the pool, and beyond it, the beach. Heather was about to turn around and take another look at the hotel when a woman exited through the same door as Steve and Bella. Heather caught only a glimpse, but it was enough to cause her to gasp.

      The woman vanished as a noisy hoard of people chose that moment to fill the doorway on their way back from the pool area. The woman Heather thought she saw couldn’t be Kate. Or could it?
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      Steve kicked off his sandals before raising his feet on the chaise lounge. Bella had already adjusted the back to the perfect position. The late afternoon sun beamed down, tempered by passing puffy clouds and a steady tropical breeze. Above him, palm fronds rustled. The sea joyfully lapped against the shore, adding to the serenade of peace. He’d imagined the sounds, scents, and texture of the sand ever since they hatched the plan to come to the Caribbean to help Heather’s father catch a thief.

      The feeling of peaceful aloneness remained with him even when Bella asked, “Do you want me to stay with you?”

      “Huh?”

      He’d already kicked his mind out of gear and settled into a place where thoughts were in short supply. “I’m fine.” He paused. “In fact, I’m more than fine. This is perfect.”

      “Don’t you want me to stay until the server delivers your fritters and beer?”

      “You run along and visit with your friend.”

      “Did you put on sunscreen?”

      “No need. I felt the shadow of the hotel on our way to the shore. It must be a tall building, and I’m facing east. I’d say I have about fifteen more minutes in direct sunlight.”

      “You always amaze me by how much you know about what’s going on around you. How long do you want to stay here?”

      “Come for me in an hour. That gives me thirty minutes to finish my snack and another half-hour for a nap.”

      Bella bid him goodbye. Her footsteps in the sand made little noise as she walked toward the hotel.

      He settled deeper into the lounger as the sun warmed him like an electric blanket. Sounds of the sea soothed away any residual cares. It wasn’t long before a soft voice eased into his peace. “Good afternoon, Mr. Smiley. I’m Lori and I have your fritters and something cold to drink.”

      Steve made no move to sit up. “That was quick.”

      “Special service for a special guest. All the locals read the book about Bella and saw the movie they made of her life. You and Ms. McBlythe are genuine heroes for finding her biological parents after the man kidnapped her and raised her as his daughter. I can’t imagine anyone so evil.”

      “We got lucky, and he paid for his deeds with his life.”

      “I doubt it was luck.” She paused only long enough to take a breath. “I’ll leave you alone, but if you need anything, just raise your hand. The staff has instructions to make sure your stay is perfect. The hot fritters and cold beverage are on your right side.”

      Once again, Steve caught the sound of soft footsteps in the sand fading toward the hotel. His hand found the fritters, and he quickly withdrew it. They’d need to cool before he sampled the tasty treats. His hand then found the bucket of ice and the long neck of an opened beer. The first drink was so cold and pleasing, he followed it with another. He settled it back in the ice and leaned back on the lounger.

      He was wondering if this moment could get any better when he caught a scent on the breeze. Strained words followed. “Kate? Is that you?”

      “Hello, Steve.”

      “I’d recognize your perfume anywhere. How’s my favorite editor, and what brings you to St. Croix?”

      Instead of answering his question, she said. “I saw the three of you checking in. You didn’t waste any time getting next to the water. Is your trip business or pleasure?”

      “Right now it’s pleasure. Starting Sunday, it will be business.”

      “Another case?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Another murder?”

      “Not yet, but there’s a young man barely hanging on to life. A murder investigation isn’t out of the realm of possibility. For now, the case involves stealing corporate secrets.”

      “How interesting. That has the makings of a fantastic book. Make sure you document everything.”

      Kate changed the subject. “Are those conch fritters?’

      “They were too hot to handle without getting third-degree burns. They should be cool enough by now. Let’s try them.”

      “I shouldn’t, but conch fritters are like crack cocaine to me. Let me hand you one.”

      Talk took a temporary back seat to tasting the crispy fried treats. Moans of satisfaction drifted across the sand.

      After polishing off the first fritter, Steve asked, “I thought your Miami condo overlooking the ocean was tropical enough for you.”

      A pause followed. Kate broke the silence with words that caused his mind and heart to skip like a scratched vinyl record. “Peter and I are here on our honeymoon.”

      It was as if the wind stopped blowing and the sea pulled away from the shore, afraid to return. Was this a joke? Did Kate say she was married?

      He issued a weak, “Congratulations. Do I know Peter?”

      “You met him a couple of years ago when you and Heather came to Miami and spoke at the writer’s conference. His name is Peter Blake. He’s a literary agent.” She took a breath. “I’m sorry I hadn’t mentioned him to you, but everything happened suddenly. I had no intention of ever marrying again, but he’s a kind man and our careers blend well.”

      Steve held up a hand. “There’s no need to explain. After the disaster of your first marriage, you deserve a man who treats you with kindness.”

      “I knew you’d understand, and I’ll always think of you as the most unique man I ever met.”

      Steve covered his surprise with a chuckle. “I’ll take that as a compliment, but unique is a rather catchall word.”

      “It’s much too weak to express what I really think about you.”

      Another awkward pause followed until Kate took his hand. “There’s something about you that forces me to tell you my true feelings.”

      “You don’t have to say anything else.”

      “No. I must. I fell hard for you, but I’m damaged goods.”

      “We both are.”

      “Right. You’ll never get over Maggie and I couldn’t compete with her ghost.”

      Kate was right. Maggie was his one and only true love, even though Kate had made him wonder if another relationship might be possible. Deep down, he knew it wouldn’t work. At least he’d convinced himself it wouldn’t.

      Kate kept talking. “The level of physical and psychological abuse I received in my first marriage took me into the world of writing and editing love stories that have happy-ever-after endings. I invented a world where I’d be safe. Part of that world is Peter.”

      Steve had a question he wanted to ask but wasn’t sure how Kate would receive it. She must have sensed what it was. “You’re probably wondering when I decided I needed a safe life partner and not a man who courted danger. Am I right?”

      “You read my mind.”

      “It was after Bucky assaulted you and burned yours and Heather’s condos. From what you told me, you’re still in danger from that maniac.”

      Steve finished her thought. “And you couldn’t imagine living every day waiting for a phone call that said he killed me.”

      “I’m nodding my head in agreement.”

      Steve knew the conversation was almost over, but he didn’t want it, or their relationship, to end on a sour note. “After we both decided I needed to find someone new to help me with my stories, I chose Bucky without doing research. It was my mistake, not yours.”

      He took in a deep breath. “Considering all we’ve said today, we both need to move on with no regrets. With that in mind, I need a new writing coach and editor. Could you and Peter make recommendations for someone who won’t steal my work or try to kill me?”

      Kate had a pleasant laugh that he would miss. She agreed to contact several qualified people who would guide him on his way to become a successful author. He’d make the final choice.

      All that needed to be said had been, so Steve patted the hand resting on his shoulder. “Goodbye, Mrs. Blake.”

      An indeterminate amount of time passed until footsteps approached. They came in a way that made him think the person was trying not to leave footprints. “Are you all right?” asked Heather.

      “I’m fine. Your question leads me to believe you watched a private conversation take place.”

      “I still think you can read my mind.”

      “Did you talk to her?”

      “Very briefly. She told me she’s on her honeymoon. I almost swallowed my tongue.”

      “Don’t worry. It surprised me, but it’s for the best. She deserves a nice, safe life after all she’s been through.”

      “What about you? You deserve more happiness than anyone I know.”

      “I had a lifetime of happiness with Maggie crammed into the years we were together. Now I’m playing with the hand that was dealt me. It’s a decent enough hand, and I intend to play it to the best of my ability.” He reached to his right. “Who can complain when there’s a conch fritter within reach? Grab one. They’re excellent hot or cool.”

      “No thanks. I’m saving my appetite for supper. Are you ready to go back to the hotel?”

      “Take me to my room. I’ll need to shower and change.”

      “Bella said she wanted to talk to you when you get to your room. She’s really concerned.”

      “Send her a text and tell her we’re on our way.”
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      Their walk across the sand was pensive and silent. Heather thought back on Steve’s relationship with his editor and coach. He’d always denied that it was, or could be, anything more. But she’d had high hopes that he would have a second chance at love.

      Heather watched their reflection in the massive windows of the hotel as she led Steve past the pool. There seemed to be no change in his gait or countenance, but she wondered what kind of turmoil lurked under the calm surface. He was a master at controlling his emotions, but this situation might be different.

      The door opened.

      “Hi, Bella. We were on the way to Steve’s room.”

      Bella was working up the courage to ask Steve a question when he lifted his chin. “I guess you want all the details about what Kate said to me.”

      “Not really.”

      It was a bald-faced lie, which resulted in Steve laughing out loud. He followed the laugh with, “Nice try, but what we said stays between us. What time are we meeting for supper?”

      Heather answered before Bella could. “I’ll send everyone a text. We may have to wait on Matt. He’s in the gym making up for not getting a proper workout today.”

      Bella departed with the excuse of needing to call her husband. Perhaps it wasn’t an excuse. They were only six months into their marriage, and multiple phone calls and texts a day were still the norm.

      Once they were alone, Steve reached out his hand. “Take me to my room and let’s get the interrogation over with.”

      Instead of arguing, Heather took his hand and placed it on her arm. “Our rooms are on the fourth floor. Bella and I were sharing a room, but I changed that plan. You and Matt have your own rooms also.”

      “I told you I didn’t need a private room. Matt is so tickled to have what amounts to a paid vacation that he’s willing to sleep on the floor.” Steve paused. “Why did you change your mind about Bella getting her own room?”

      “I sent my plane to pick up Adam. Puerto Rico isn’t that far from St. Croix. I didn’t think the newlyweds would want to share a room with me tonight.”

      Steve’s lips parted in a wide smile and he said, “There’s a hopeless romantic living inside your tough businesswoman exterior.”

      They came to a stop in front of the elevators. Even though no one else was around, she kept her voice low. “I’m considering going with the rest of you on the boat.”

      Steve leaned into her. “Stick with your plan and don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

      She wanted to confront him on his last two statements, but the elevator door opened and a family of four poured out. The ride up to the fourth floor proved noisy as three giggling teens joined them.

      By the time they arrived in Steve’s room, Heather had put her thoughts together. He spoke before the door clicked shut. “Have you heard from your father since we landed?”

      “I’ll answer your question after we talk about you and Kate.”

      “No.”

      The abruptness of Steve’s word made her take a step back. “What do you mean, no?”

      “It’s a simple enough word. There is no me and Kate. She’s a married woman, and I’m a happy widower. End of story.”

      Heather considered his statements. “You didn’t say she was a happily married woman, and I don’t believe you’re pleased with how things turned out.”

      “Happiness is relative. Am I happy that I have to find a new writing coach and editor? Not yet. Am I happy that Kate doesn’t have to worry about me being a victim to someone with a score to settle? Yes.”

      “There’s anger in your voice.”

      Steve shot back, “It’s probably because you haven’t told me if you’ve spoken to your father since we landed.”

      Heather’s patience came to an abrupt end. “Yes. Father called. Reggie Scott died. He never regained consciousness.”

      Steve remained silent. Heather hated herself for being so insensitive. Before her stood a man who’d lost his wife and his sight at the same time in a brutal mugging.

      Instead of continuing the verbal sparring, Steve spoke in a clear, businesslike tone. “Reggie’s death changes everything. You and I need to go to Boston tomorrow morning.”

      “Why?”

      “To find out if the homicide was premeditated or not.”

      Revelation hit Heather like a boulder crashing down on her. “You’re right. We need to go to the parking garage. I’ll call my pilots and tell them we need a quick roundtrip to Boston and back.”

      Steve had already moved on mentally. “Did you arrange the clothes in the closet so the first shirt will go with my first pair of shorts?”

      “You’re set for tonight. I’ll need to select something more appropriate for you to wear tomorrow.”

      After a quick tour of his room, Heather wanted to make sure there were no hard feelings. “Let’s agree that we’ll give each other space to deal with personal problems.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “Not too much space. If I’m still acting like a snapping turtle when we come back to the island, we’ll talk about Kate.” He held out a hand so a handshake would seal the agreement.

      “It’s a deal,” said Heather.

      She then threw both hands in the air. “Who are we kidding? There’s no way I can stay in this hotel and work when my mind has already shifted to solving Father’s problems. I’m calling my PA to tell her I’m starting my time off as of right now.”

      “Excellent decision,” said Steve. “I was wondering how long it would take you to realize we both need to refocus.”
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      Heather boarded the twin-engine corporate jet carrying two white coffee cups with plastic lids. One pilot was already in the cockpit, while the other helped with her travel bag. Streams of early morning light shot through the windows facing east as Heather settled Steve in the seat opposite hers. One at a time, the engines came to life. After a long taxi, the plane turned into the wind. Thrust pushed her back into the leather seat. “Next stop, Boston.”

      About an hour into the flight, the plane hit turbulence and Steve stirred. After he asked her what time it was, she asked a question she hoped wouldn’t offend him. “Didn’t you sleep well last night?”

      “Not really.”

      “Thinking about Kate?”

      “Some.”

      For Steve to make this much of an admission was a major achievement. She tested him. “Only a little?”

      “Yeah. That accounted for an hour of lost sleep.”

      “What else kept you awake?”

      “The possibility of seeing red at the crime scene.”

      The simple answer wouldn’t make sense to anyone but her, Steve’s former partner at Houston homicide, his late wife, and the psychologist who helped him put a name to his unique gift. He had an ability that bore the rather pretentious name of associative chromesthesia, the ability to see red, or a variation of it, at the scene of a homicide. If he perceived bright red, it was a premeditated murder. Lighter shades indicated lesser crimes resulting in a person’s death.

      Heather’s curiosity got the better of her. “Have you ever worked on a capital murder case? One that resulted in the death penalty?”

      He nodded. “Once, and it was the brightest red you can imagine.”

      “What about one the British would call Death by Misadventure?”

      “Pale pink,” he said. “Most of those never went to court, but some should have.”

      She then asked, “Why did you stay up all night thinking about it?”

      “The last few cases we worked were obvious murders.”

      “That’s right,” said Heather as her head bobbed. “Do you think the gift could fade over time?”

      “If it has, this is a wasted trip.” Steve didn’t cover a yawn. “Either way, I’m going back to sleep. If one of the pilots checks on us, tell him to find a less bumpy road to drive on.”

      The next words Steve spoke came when the plane touched down in Boston. He asked, “Is there a cab waiting for us?”

      “I thought an Uber would be less conspicuous.”

      He spoke through a yawn. “How long will it take us to get to the parking garage?”

      “Thirty to forty minutes, but that depends on traffic.”

      Steve found his cane but didn’t unfurl it. “Coming and going, that’s an hour and a half in traffic for less than a minute to find out what we came for.”

      “That will give the pilots time to get fuel and grab something to eat.”

      “Speaking of,” said Steve. “Have them pick up something for us to eat on the trip back to St. Croix. Any kind of sandwich for me.”

      Thick traffic didn’t surprise Heather, and it took every bit of forty-five minutes to arrive at the parking garage. Steve immediately complained. “These places are echo chambers. I can’t tell if I’m about to be run over or which direction is safe to step.”

      Heather led him to the spot her father had sent a picture of. “Another few steps and we’re there.” She slowed to a stop and said, “Reggie Scott.”

      The shudder seemed to start at Steve’s head, travel down his torso, and into his legs. “Bright red,” he whispered. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Heather had to admit the garage had a spooky vibe. Low concrete ceilings, squealing tires, and shadows cast by dim lights were bad enough without Steve’s declaration that they were standing on the spot of a murder.

      The flight back to St. Croix was a multi-hour planning session. Heather determined she wouldn’t go back to Texas until they’d completed a good-faith effort to uncover the truth of what was going on at her father’s business headquarters. A lively discussion took place concerning whether they were looking for one criminal or two. It remained to be seen if an executive from her father’s business was also the killer.

      They returned to the hotel in time to enjoy a late dinner with Bella and Adam. Heather kept looking for Kate, but the newlywed was nowhere to be found. Good. Both she and Steve needed clear minds for what lay ahead. Steve prescribed a full night’s sleep which suited everyone. Tomorrow would be a busy day.
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        * * *

      

      Steve had previously told her that the sun would come up the next day, no matter what. What he didn’t tell her was that her day would start before dawn. Heather received a call from him at four twenty-seven. It wasn’t too much earlier than her normal five o’clock, but the jangling phone interrupted her dream of swimming in azure waters. Her first attempt at words fell short, so she tried again. “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t make it to breakfast.”

      “Are you sick?”

      “I stayed awake all night.” He blew out a breath. “Not all night. I went to sleep about ten thirty, but woke up a few minutes after midnight. I’ve been tossing and turning since then. If I don’t sleep, I’ll be worthless the rest of the day.”

      “Why didn’t you take something to relax you?”

      “I did… fifteen minutes ago, and it’s kicking in. That’s why I called. Don’t count on me meeting you, Bella, and Adam for breakfast. Let’s meet for lunch.”

      Heather wondered if Kate’s marriage was the reason for Steve’s insomnia but thought it best not to ask. Instead, she said, “The people from my father’s company are landing in Miami about now. Bella and I can go after breakfast and help load the boat. There’s no reason for you to come with us. We’re not leaving the dock until two o’clock this afternoon.”

      A deep yawn came from Steve. “Wasn’t your original plan to have the people from Boston help load the boat and you take a helicopter to the island the next day?”

      “That was before my mind stopped working on business.”

      A few seconds of silence followed. “Let’s stick to the original plan as much as possible. The reason you wanted to take a helicopter to the island was to show the Boston executives you’d be their boss when your father retired. If they see you all hot and sweaty from loading provisions, that’s not the look you’re after. Let them help load everything.”

      Steve had a point. It would be best if they believed she held their future in her hands. He kept talking. “Keep your normal schedule. Your pilots are flying Adam back to Puerto Rico later this morning. Bella and Matt are to meet the folks from Boston at the airport and take them to the boat at noon. She can tell them to help the chef load provisions. From what you’ve told me about Matt, he’s an imposing man.”

      “That, he is.”

      Another yawn came from Steve, this one louder than the one before. “Let’s compromise. You and I will show up after all the work is done. I’m not sure I can pull it off, but you can look fresh and in charge. Is there a place on the boat where you and I can have privacy?”

      “There’s the flying bridge. It’s covered from the sun but is otherwise open to the elements. The captain can operate the boat from the flying bridge or from the main deck, which is more enclosed.”

      “Perfect,” said Steve. “You, me, and the captain will be up top. Bella can stay with the folks from Boston and get to know them. It won’t be as dramatic as flying in on a helicopter, but the effect will be similar.”

      Steve’s words proved to her that he hadn’t spent all night thinking about Kate. Heather was on the verge of confirming when to meet for lunch, but soft, regular breathing sounds came to her. Whatever he’d taken to relax had done its job. She pushed the red icon on her phone. He needed sleep, and it wouldn’t hurt a thing if the employees from Boston had to wait for her and Steve to arrive before they traveled to Christmas Cay.

      Heather sipped coffee for the next hour as she checked emails and read the Wall Street Journal. She put on form-fitting exercise apparel and headed for the hotel’s gym. It didn’t surprise her that Matt had already worked up a sweat. She approached him and asked, “Have you been here long?”

      “Only about an hour.” He slowed the treadmill to a quick walk from a flat-out run. Labored breathing caused him to thrust out words with each exhale. “Couldn’t… sleep… well… last… night.”

      Heather climbed on the treadmill next to him. “Why not?”

      “Scared… of boats.” He took a deep breath. “Watched Jaws… last night. Big mistake.”

      She couldn’t help but smile. The irony was obvious. Next to her stood a man who could bend metal bars with his hands and crush bones with his grip. He was a mountain of muscles who’d been a boxer of some repute before devoting himself to becoming a fitness instructor. She’d seen him do fifty push-ups on his fingertips with one hand behind his back. Yet, he was afraid of riding in a boat.

      Heather wanted to allay some of his fears. “I’ll make sure the boat has an extra-large life jacket for you to wear.”

      “That won’t stop sharks if I go overboard.”

      Heather started her treadmill and took steps to get herself ready for a more thorough workout. “I checked the weather. It will be a perfect day for a boat ride.”

      “I checked it, too.” He could now speak in short sentences without gasping. “Wind gusts up to 10 knots… Seas up to three feet.”

      “That’s nothing,” countered Heather.

      “Nothing to you. Sounds like certain death to me.”

      “The boat is over sixty feet long.”

      “How wide?”

      “Wide enough to stay afloat in the open sea during gale-force winds, which are between thirty-four and forty knots.”

      “How fast is that in miles per hour?”

      “Between thirty-nine and fifty-four miles per hour.”

      The shiver started at Matt’s head and worked to his shoes. “God didn’t make man to be on the ocean. We sink.”

      “That’s why he created man to be smart enough to build boats that can handle the open ocean.” Heather was on the verge of chastising the squeamish man, but realized many people shared his fear. Instead of telling him to buck up and enjoy the ride, another idea came to her. “Why don’t you take something to relax you before you get on the boat? There’s a cabin on the lower deck you can sleep in. I’ll wake you after we arrive.”

      “Where on the boat is the bed?”

      “In the bow.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve seen enough movies to know that’s the front. It hits the waves first. That tells me the crashing against the hull could cause it to spring leaks. I’d be stuck in the boat’s bow with no way to get out. No thanks. I’m putting on the biggest life jacket I can find and staying where I don’t get sucked under when we sink.”

      Heather had heard enough. “You could wear two life jackets. One for your chest and back, and the other for your legs and bottom.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “I don’t see why not. You’ll be the only person wearing one, so there will be plenty to choose from.”

      Heather turned up the speed on the treadmill and began a two-mile run.

      Matt went about his workout, which she knew would include another hour of weight training. She left him doing squats with enough weight on the bar to sink a rowboat.

      She considered going to the dining room but didn’t want to run into Kate and her husband. Heather examined her thoughts as she made her way across the gym. Why didn’t she want to see the newlyweds? Was it because she felt Kate had somehow betrayed Steve? That made no sense because they’d never actually dated. Still, there was an attraction between those two that she felt down to her core.

      As she passed a mirror, she stopped and shook her head. “Who are you to judge? You’ve always been too afraid to commit to anything but work. You’re relieved that Jack chose his daughter.” She turned and headed to her room but stopped at the next mirror in a long line. “You’re a lucky man, Jack Blackstock. Being married to me would have made you miserable.”

      It then occurred to her that Steve might have made Kate miserable. She looked at herself once more in the mirror. “It’s settled. No more talk about Kate or Jack until after the case is over.” She looked closer into the mirror. “Better yet, no talk about Kate unless Steve brings it up.”

      Instead of going on to her room, Heather pulled out her cell phone and punched in Bella’s number. It rang only twice before she picked up.

      “I forgot to call you. No meeting in Steve’s room this morning.”

      “That’s good. Adam wants us to order room service. Do you mind?”

      “Steve had a sleepless night and is catching up this morning. Don’t call him. I need to shower. Enjoy your time with Adam.”

      She thought the call to Bella had ended, but Bella kept talking. “Adam said your pilots are taking him back to San Juan. We only have another hour together. Have you called your father to see if the group from Boston left on time last night for Miami?”

      “I have their flight information. I’ll check with the airline and make sure they’re still on schedule.”

      “This is exciting,” said Bella with anticipation in her words. “Sometimes I think I’d like to be a private investigator full time.”

      “It’s better doing it part time.”

      “I guess you’re right, but it sure is fun working with you and Steve. Am I still going to the airport and picking up your father’s people?”

      “That hasn’t changed.”

      “I bet they’ll be tired and grumpy.”

      “We hope so.”
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      A hotel shuttle delivered Heather and Steve to the dock. Matt scurried to the back of the van and grabbed the two largest suitcases as if they were small bags of groceries. Bella and a woman with a dazzling white smile passed Matt on the dock.

      Bella took care of introductions. “Heather and Steve, this is Pearl Tee. She’s one of the best chefs on St. Croix. She can do things with fresh seafood that will have you purring like a box of kittens.”

      Steve held out a hand. “You and I are going to be close friends by the time we return.”

      “I hope so, Mr. Smiley.” Her voice blended the accents of the Caribbean and Great Britain.

      Heather took a guess. “You must come from the British Virgin Islands.”

      “The accent gives me away. I was born and raised in Road Town, the capital city of BVI. It’s on the island of Tortola.”

      “It’s a lovely island with wonderful people,” said Heather.

      “Culinary school lured me away, and I never moved back. It’s only a short flight from St. Croix. I sometimes catch a ride on a boat going there.”

      Steve asked, “Is everything and everyone already on board?”

      Matt returned in time to answer the question. “All are on board, but not happy. They complained about their flights and loading the provisions. Pearl had the perishables already loaded into huge ice chests. Luggage is in the bedroom at the bow of the boat.” He took a breath and looked at Heather. “There’s one extra person who wasn’t on the list. Did you know your father was sending his personal assistant with the rest of them?”

      “Dorcas Lindley is here?”

      “You can’t miss her. Dressed from head to toe in a loose-fitting outfit that makes her look like an Arab trader. She’s wearing a sun hat and is sitting in the shade with zinc oxide covering her nose.”

      Heather cast her gaze to the yacht. “Thanks, Matt. It shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. Father can’t stand it if he doesn’t know what’s going on.”

      This earned a chuckle from Steve.

      Matt grabbed two more suitcases and took off to deliver another load. Heather carried a valise that held her laptop and another leather bag containing her essentials and the satellite phone. Since they were already late leaving, she determined to call her father from the yacht if she could find a place with enough privacy.

      Bella placed Steve’s hand on her right arm after draping her braid of silver-blond hair over her left shoulder. The sight of a blind, middle-age detective wearing a blazing-red Hawaiian shirt, tan shorts, and sandals being led by a drop-dead gorgeous model pulled Heather’s lips apart in a smile. They were a most unlikely sight, but somehow looked perfect together.

      They walked down the pier until arriving at a sixty-foot Grand Banks yacht. Heather nodded her approval and mentally switched to her nautical vocabulary. From the top down, it boasted a covered flying bridge, a main deck with a second helm, and ample padded seating. She knew another level existed below with a galley, two small heads, and a salon with even more seating. Finally, a short set of stairs led to the stateroom in the bow. The aft of the lowest level held twin engines capable of powering the craft at twenty-two knots.

      Captain Roger met them at the rail. His skin had the look of a sun-weathered barn, but his eyes were blue as the water. “Welcome aboard,” he boomed. His voice would fit a Hollywood pirate. All he needed was a parrot on his shoulder and a peg leg. “Where would you like to perch, Mr. Smiley?”

      Heather answered for him. “Steve and I will ride on the flying bridge if that’s all right with you, Captain.”

      “Fine and dandy. I hear you have blue water sailing experience, Ms. McBlythe.”

      “It’s been a while, but I can hold my own under sail, or on a yacht this size.”

      “Let me get her out of the harbor and set a course for Christmas Cay. You can steer from the flying bridge after I reach open water.”

      “Thanks, Captain. I’ll need to introduce Steve to the guests from Boston. The flying bridge will be the perfect place to talk to them individually.” Heather looked at the ropes securing the yacht to the pier.

      The captain followed her gaze. “You read my mind. I’ll need someone to cast off who won’t wind up in the water.”

      Bella spoke up. “I’ll take the bowline.”

      Heather looked to her right. “That leaves the stern to me.”

      Heather passed Steve off to the captain, who helped him on board and placed his hand on the ladder. Steve scaled it with no problem. “There’s a place to sit on the left when you reach the top. I’ll be behind you.”

      It wasn’t long before the yacht shuddered, accompanied by a deep gurgling sound. Mooring ropes came off with no trouble. Bella took long steps onto the craft with sure-footed grace. Heather followed and made quick work of coiling the rope.

      “Next stop, Christmas Cay,” said Captain Roger. The craft moved forward and away from the pier, barely making a wake. It wasn’t long before the boat plowed a path through the water that had changed color from turquoise to deep blue.

      Heather looked down at the aft deck. Matt was bent over the rail with a death grip on it. Pearl, the chef, secured a rope around the fitness trainer as he retched. He’d declined taking anything that would allow him to sleep through the trip. It would be a long, miserable voyage for Matt.

      “What’s that noise?” asked Steve over the throbbing of the motors.

      “It’s Matt. I told him to take Dramamine, but he played the part of a macho-man.”

      “How the mighty have fallen,” said Steve. “He’ll take it before he starts the trip back.”

      “Pearl’s holding on to him to make sure he doesn’t go over the side.”

      Steve didn’t respond. This told her he was probably thinking about his first round of questions for the people from Boston.

      Captain Roger pushed a button on the control console and turned to Heather. “I’d better check on the lad who’s feeding his lunch to the fish. She’ll stay on this course for the next thirty minutes. I have her set on eighteen knots. While I’m below, I’ll check on the other passengers.”

      “Aye, Captain,” said Heather. She threw in a two-fingered salute and a smile for good measure.

      Heather settled into the captain’s chair. “Steve, move closer so you can hear me.”

      She glanced over her shoulder as Steve used his cane to find the seat next to her. “This is nice. I love the smell of the water and the sound of the wind. It’s not that bumpy, either.”

      “Matt might disagree with you.”

      “You can introduce me to the folks from Boston when Captain Jolly Roger takes over again.”

      A hearty laugh spilled out from Heather. “I wonder how many people call him that?”

      “Admit it,” said Steve. “You thought of it, too.”

      “Aye.”

      Heather’s one-word response preceded a laugh. She controlled herself and asked, “What’s the plan?”

      “We’ll get them up, one at a time. I’ll be the good cop with soft questions. You’ll be the quiet, sullen cop to start. Be evasive if they press you for details. We have all week to get to know them. Let’s go slow and keep them guessing.”

      “Does it matter who we start with?”

      “Not a bit. Grab the first person you come to after the captain finishes making his rounds.”

      They’d passed several islands before Captain Roger hollered from behind her. “I’ll take over from below.” This was Heather’s signal to retrieve the first suspect. She waited until a light blinked off on the control panel and the craft made a course change before she climbed down the ladder.

      Lying on a padded bench was Habib Patel, her father’s chief financial officer. She shook him awake and spoke in a firm tone. “Come up to the bridge. I need to introduce you to my partner.”

      Habib stood, stretched, and yawned. He was a pencil thin man with a slight paunch in his midsection. Dark circles under his eyes told the tale of a sleepless night.

      Heather directed him up the ladder and instructed him to stand between her and Steve. The twin captain’s chairs had a release on them that allowed both Heather and Steve to swivel so they could face Habib. Heather introduced Steve and allowed him to take over the interview.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Habib. How was your trip to St. Croix?”

      “Not very good, I’m sorry to say.” A faint accent seasoned his words.

      Steve asked, “India or Pakistan? I can usually tell the difference, but between the wind and the engines, it’s hard to hear.”

      “India, but I’m an American citizen now. I moved my family and my wife’s family after I earned enough money.”

      “That’s commendable of you. You must have done very well in college.”

      “I’ve been most fortunate.”

      “I understand you’re the chief financial officer.”

      “Again, I’ve been fortunate.”

      “It’s my experience that most people make their own luck.”

      Habib shook his head. “I didn’t say I was lucky, only fortunate to have the opportunity to prove my worth to Mr. McBlythe. I’m a firm believer in meritocracy.”

      “Me too,” said Steve. “As a former police officer, I can tell you that not everyone shares that belief. Some people like to take shortcuts. Have you ever known someone who didn’t deserve to hold the promotion they received?”

      “I try to mind my own business.”

      Heather made a mental note that Habib had dodged the question.

      “That’s a wonderful philosophy to live by. Don’t you wish more people practiced it?”

      “I’m a numbers man. I pay little attention to how others choose to live their lives.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “Now I know why Mr. McBlythe trusts you with keeping the company books. Honest workers are hard to find.”

      Habib didn’t respond, so Steve moved on, asking questions he already knew the answers to. “Does your wife work?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have children?”

      “Four, and a fifth on the way.”

      “Congratulations. That’s quite the family. Do your parents also live with you?”

      “My parents and my wife’s parents.”

      “Holy smoke! It’s a good thing you have such a high-paying job.”

      Habib turned away. “Perhaps we could continue our talk when I’m rested?”

      “Sure, Habib. I hope we didn’t wake you out of a pleasant dream.”

      “I don’t waste energy on dreams. You’ll soon discover I’m a very practical man in all things.”

      Instead of allowing Habib to go, Steve held up a hand. “One more question, please. What is it you want most from your career?”

      “Right now, it’s sleep.”

      “Go back to your bench, Habib,” said Heather without a trace of sympathy in her voice. “We have much to do once we get to Christmas Cay. You’ll need all the rest you can get.”

      Habib moved to the ladder and descended it. Once his head was out of sight, she asked, “What do you think of father’s CFO?”

      “One outright evasion and two half-truths. He doesn’t mind his own business all the time.”

      Heather agreed. “I caught that. What else?”

      “He’s definitely a numbers man, but he was lying about not paying attention to what others are doing. I’d say he sees and hears things others don’t.”

      “You’re right. He wouldn’t be Father’s CFO if he had his head down in spreadsheets all day.”

      “Finally,” said Steve, “everyone dreams of something. If nothing else, he dreams of coming home to a quieter house. Two sets of grandparents, four kids, and a pregnant wife would make me long for a hammock on a quiet beach.”

      “Amen to that. He wasn’t lying about wanting to go back to sleep.”

      A few seconds of silence followed before Steve said, “Bring the next one.”
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      A woman’s voice sounded from the ladder leading to the flying bridge. Heather and Steve spun their chairs until they faced Janice Peltier. Their visitor was the first to speak. “I saw Habib come down, so I thought you might want to meet all of us.”

      “Yes,” said Steve. “I wanted to introduce myself before we arrived on the island.”

      Janice gave her head a nod, but didn’t respond otherwise. Heather had to begin the interview with an instruction. “Steve is blind. You’ll need to respond to him with words.”

      She lifted her chin and her eyebrows narrowed. She opened her mouth to speak, but closed it just as fast. Heather interpreted this to mean Janice didn’t like to be corrected, but knew better than to argue with her boss’s daughter. Not surprising for an attorney. Standing before a short-tempered judge trained attorneys to choose their words carefully.

      “My apologies, Mr. Smiley and Ms. McBlythe.”

      Steve took over by brushing away the apology with a flip of his hand. “People nodding a greeting happens so often that I’ve learned to expect it. Heather’s overprotective of me.” He extended a hand for her to shake. “Let’s start over. I’m Steve Smiley and I assume you’ve met Heather.”

      “Never in person,” said Janice, as she shook Steve’s hand. “Of course, I’ve heard of you both.”

      “What have you heard? I hope it was something good.”

      “Only good things.”

      Heather broke in before Steve could respond. “I want to apologize on my father’s behalf. I understand your travel arrangements left much to be desired.”

      Once again, Janice chose her words with care. “How can one complain about a week on an island in the Caribbean?”

      The words didn’t match her posture. She stood too erect, and there wasn’t a trace of joy in her tone. She was an attractive woman in her early forties with slender fingers and long legs that mid-thigh shorts showed off well.

      Steve asked, “Are you ready for a week of sun and fun?”

      “Is that what I’m to expect?”

      Heather again interrupted. “Spoken like a fellow attorney. Whenever you’re unsure what to say, respond to the question with one of your own.”

      A spark of anger came from Janice’s gaze, but died away just as fast.

      It was time for Steve to play good cop again. “What I’m expecting is a relaxing week of eating fresh fish and feeling the sun bake away all my troubles.”

      Heather scoffed, “What troubles?”

      “Deciding if I’m going to drink a pina colada or a Cuba libre is a tough decision to make. My brain may explode from the pressure.”

      Janice showed no reaction to Steve’s attempt at humor. Was she a cold fish or simply worn down from lack of sleep?

      “Tell me, Janice,” said Steve. “How long have you worked for Mr. McBlythe?”

      “He hired me fresh out of Harvard law school.”

      “And you’re now his lead attorney?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “You made fast progress.”

      “I earned his trust and promotions by outworking everyone else.”

      “What do you like most about your job?”

      This question seemed to stump her as she stared straight at Steve. She finally said, “Like and job aren’t two words I normally put together. I find my position fulfilling in that I work with some of the best minds in the world. I don’t tolerate mediocrity in myself or those I supervise.”

      “If that’s the case, I hope my slovenly habits don’t rub off on you.”

      “You don’t expect me to believe that.”

      Steve allowed a smile to part his lips. “That tells me you’ve done your homework.”

      She didn’t answer again, nor did she need to.

      Steve asked, “How many hours a week do you work?”

      Janice took a half-step back. “That’s an interesting question. I don’t count them, but I’m consistently the first attorney in the office and the last to leave. I like to come in on weekends because it’s quiet. That allows me to get work done without interruptions.”

      “Will you be able to refrain from work while you’re on the island?”

      “I downloaded all the Supreme Court cases for the last five years onto my computer. I plan on filling my free time with going over them again.”

      “You can forget that plan,” said Heather. “This week is about team building, physical health, and meditation. One of your assignments will be to clear your mind.”

      Janice’s eyes shifted back and forth as she took in the information. Heather was sure she’d challenge the assignments. It surprised her when Janice’s lips formed a thin line. Whatever she wanted to say stayed bottled inside the poised attorney.

      Steve broke the silence with words of dismissal. “Thanks for coming up to meet us. Could you ask Bob Brown to climb up here?”

      “My pleasure, but I’ll have to wake him.”

      Heather ended the conversation with, “He should have slept on the planes or at the Miami airport.”

      “I agree,” said Janice. She turned, grabbed the ladder, and was soon out of sight.

      The two chairs turned to face the bow. Heather scanned the horizon and asked, “What did you think of Janice?”

      “Chronic overachiever. That was a brilliant touch, telling her she’d have to meditate. Be sure you take up all the phones and laptops. I’m guessing Janice isn’t the only one who’ll go into withdrawals when they can’t look at a screen of some sort.”

      It took a full five minutes before Bob Brown’s thatch of gray hair poked above the last rung of the ladder. Puffy eyes and one red cheek showed he’d come from deep slumber. Heather greeted him with, “You must have been sleeping hard.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You don’t sound happy to have a week off. Would you rather have stayed in Boston and worked on acquisitions?”

      “A week off is fine as long as it includes traveling in first class.”

      “I agree,” said Steve. “We had a great flight on Heather’s plane. There’s nothing like a corporate jet. No waiting in ticket or security lines, a comfortable leather seat, no crying babies sitting close to you—”

      “Hey. That’s exactly what happened to me last night and this morning. Not the leather seat. I might as well have been sitting on a metal bucket, and the kids…. Jeez Louise.”

      Heather noted the thick Boston accent. Bob didn’t always sound this way. Fatigue must have caused him to lapse into a thick brogue. He’d worked his way up the ladder in her father’s company and now headed an important department. He’d trained his voice to mimic various dialects of the country and had a talent for languages.

      “You must be uncomfortable in slacks and a dress shirt,” said Heather.

      “I stepped off one airplane and onto another last night. My wife met me at the airport and we traded suitcases. Barely made it through security in time. I hope she packed everything on the list Mr. McBlythe gave us.”

      Steve took his turn. “You must travel a lot. Doesn’t it get old?”

      “It’s all part of the game of looking for companies to buy or invest in. I’m usually in business or first class. I don’t know what happened with this trip, but it was lousy with a capital L.”

      Steve asked, “What do you expect to get out of this week?”

      “I hope to leave the island with my job. I’m not a young pup.”

      “Are you willing to change with the times?”

      Heather knew Steve was baiting Bob with the question. Also, he wanted to keep the rumor going that a merger of companies was imminent and competition for jobs would be fierce.

      Bob drew a hand down his face. “Corinne and I are on the downhill side of raising our girls. One’s already out of college, and the other graduates next year. Her wedding is in September. I was hoping for five more years, but things might not work out that way. I love Boston, but that doesn’t mean a change wouldn’t do me good.”

      Steve took the conversation a step further. “Would you be willing to take a pay cut and move?”

      “It depends on how much of a pay cut you’re talking about. There’s no state income tax in Texas and I’d get more house for the money. Our eldest daughter lives in Florida and it’s doubtful Julie will stay in Boston. Although, I’d miss the Red Sox and all the things that make Boston such a special place.”

      “It sounds like you’re willing to take whatever life hands you. Is that a fair assessment?”

      “I’m not under any illusions about my age and that change is coming. It’s all a matter of timing. Either change will beat me to the finish line of my career, or I’ll break the tape first.”

      “One more question. Why do you think someone attacked Reggie Scott?”

      A wave picked that moment to jolt the boat, causing Bob to resettle his feet to keep from falling. He took his time responding. “I don’t know Reggie very well, but from what I picked up around the office, he lives beyond his means and made himself into a target for muggers.”

      Heather perked up. “Do you blame him for the assault?”

      “Wearing a Rolex into Boston’s bars isn’t a wise thing to do. He’s a junior accountant. Those people sit in cubicles behind closed doors. The only time I remember meeting him was at the last Christmas party. He did magic and card tricks after a few drinks loosened him up.”

      Steve thanked Bob for his time and told him they’d talk again about the Red Sox’s chances to make it to the World Series in October.

      Heather asked him to send Dorcas to them.

      “Your thoughts?” asked Steve after he was sure Bob was down the ladder.

      “I like him, but there’s something he’s hiding,” said Heather. “Father says he has a great intuition for evaluating companies.”

      “You must have known Bob for quite a while.”

      “Yes, he’s been with the company a while. He still gets the job done, but he used to be ruthless in negotiating deals. He made my father a ton of money.”

      “Enough for him to feel slighted by the prospect of being put out to pasture?”

      Heather hesitated as she tried to push her emotions back into their closet. She’d always liked Bob and his family. “I’m having a hard time imagining Bob as a seller of secrets, but now that I shine a bright light on him, it would make sense if he did.”

      Dorcas Lindley was the next person from Boston to climb the ladder. Heather let out a chuckle when her father’s personal assistant arrived. Her choice of clothing made her look like she stepped off a camel in a desert caravan.

      “Hello, Dorcas,” said Heather after wiping the smile off her face. “Aren’t you hot in that outfit?”

      “I didn’t know if I’d be in the sunshine all day and didn’t want to take the chance of being incapacitated.” She lifted her hat. “Most natural redheads have very fair skin, and I’m no exception.”

      Steve asked, “Did Mr. McBlythe send a satellite phone with you?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Knowing things is what Heather and I specialize in.”

      Heather took her turn. “Did Father tell you to call him daily?”

      “He’s expecting nightly updates.”

      Steve then asked, “The others will want to use it once they know you have it.”

      “I’ll tell them no.”

      “It would be best if I kept it,” said Heather. “You can come each night and make your call from my room.”

      Dorcas shook her head. “I’ll need instructions from your father to do that.”

      Steve asked, “Will you need instructions from Mr. McBlythe to comply with the schedule of events we’re planning?”

      “Mr. McBlythe told me to use my judgment. He’s expecting detailed reports, and that’s what I’m going to give him.”

      Steve smiled. “The best way to get to know a group of golfers is to play a few rounds with them and then listen to what they say after they’ve had a bad day. We designed this week to be mentally and physically challenging. We want you to take part in as many activities as you can. You won’t be able to make full reports if you’re not around the executives.”

      “Then that’s what I’ll do, metaphorically speaking, of course.”

      “No metaphors. The challenges are real,” said Heather. “We’re requiring everyone to exercise, swim, and catch their own fish. You’ll also play sand volleyball, take hikes up a steep hill, and participate in problem-solving exercises. Some events will measure individual performance while others involve team efforts. We could excuse you from some things, but to get inside information to report, the more time you can spend with the others, the better.”

      Dorcas’s eyes widened. “What about people who can’t swim?”

      “Bella will teach them.”

      “I don’t know the first thing about fishing.”

      “Bella and others are here to help. You can fish off the pier and not have to use a speargun.”

      “A speargun? Good lord. I oppose guns of any type. The idea of me causing harm to a fish is abhorrent.”

      “Do you eat them?” asked Steve.

      “Of course I do, but…”

      “No one will force you to catch fish, but you’d better like rice and vegetables if you don’t.”

      Dorcas shook her head. “I foresee non-compliance and rebellion among the participants.”

      Steve widened his smile. “You underestimate how competitive these people are. They each earned their position and now change is threatening their jobs. We can’t require them to take part, but if they don’t, there will be consequences.”

      “What about me? I’m not an executive.”

      Heather stared into Dorcas’s eyes. “My father and I haven’t always been on the best of terms, but all that changed a few years ago. As you know, he and I communicate regularly. Is it your intention to report only to him about what goes on at Christmas Cay?”

      Dorcas didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      “Even though you know he’ll tell me everything you say?”

      “He’s my employer.”

      Steve concluded. “Your loyalty is commendable. Be sure to wear sunblock, drink plenty of water, and pace yourself physically if you choose to take part in physical activities. Most importantly, listen and look for the person who’s stealing and selling information from Allister’s company.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      Heather dismissed Dorcas with a wish of good luck. She and Steve were now alone on the flying bridge. It was out of character for Steve to use her father’s first name with one of his employees, but she dismissed it as being part of the informal vibe of the Caribbean.

      Her thoughts about Dorcas took flight when the satellite phone rang. Her father’s name appeared on the screen.

      “Hello, Father.”

      “Are you on the island yet?”

      “Another forty minutes of open sea and we’ll arrive.”

      “Can anyone else hear us?”

      “Only Steve. The others are on the decks below. If they’re awake, the noise from the engines insures privacy.”

      “Good. The Boston police aren’t happy that you’re transporting a group of potential murder suspects to a far-flung island.”

      Steve responded with silence to the news.

      “Be careful,” said her father. “You now may be looking for a killer and a thief.”

      The call ended and Steve said, “Only one more department head to interview.”
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      Heather’s mind churned away at the revelation that the police were looking at the people on the boat as suspects. It shouldn’t surprise her; she’d been rolling the possibility around in her mind since she heard Reggie died. Steve brought her back on task by saying, “Let’s see what we can get out of Louis Crane.”

      “I forgot all about him.”

      “By the way,” said Steve. “Is Matt still at the rail?”

      Heather looked down. “He’s on the deck in the fetal position. Pearl has a wet towel over his head.”

      “You’ll need to take his place leading exercises until he recovers.”

      “I don’t know about the others, but the physical challenges will do me good.”

      “I’ll be cheering you on from a distance.”

      “Thanks. If nothing else, join us for sunrise yoga and a morning swim.”

      Heather had her sea legs firmly under her and soon returned with her father’s technology wizard. Louis Crane had pleasant features and a ready smile, even after two cramped flights and a long boat ride. His black hair spiked outward in every direction imaginable. She knew from his bio that he was thirty-four, but his baby face took off ten years.

      Steve met him with an outstretched hand. “Hello, Louis. Steve Smiley. Your coworkers didn’t fare well on the flights to the islands. How are you?”

      “Great,” said Louis with energy powering his words. “I use technology and good habits to improve my physical and spiritual well-being.”

      “Technology and habits?” asked Steve. “That sounds interesting. Tell us more.”

      “I trained myself in middle school to use biofeedback to go to sleep at the same time every night. My body and mind relax when I tell them to. It doesn’t matter if I’m sitting or lying down. The idea came to me from studying soldiers. Did you know it’s possible to sleep while riding a horse or bouncing in a tank?”

      “I’ve heard of it, but never gave it much thought.”

      Louis became more animated. “While everyone else was drinking coffee as we waited to board our plane in Boston, I was already asleep. Listening to Alpha brainwaves on earbuds triggers a sleep response. It takes less than a minute for me to go to sleep. I was out all the way to Miami and slept again in the terminal until my normal wake-up time.”

      “What happens if you don’t have your music to cue you?”

      The question resulted in hesitation and pinched eyebrows. “I’m not sure. Fully formed habits are hard to break, but they all start with a trigger, or as you said, a cue. Change-induced anxiety may be stronger than the habit. That’s why I keep an adequate supply of battery backups to power everything I depend on. All my habits begin with something auditory.”

      Heather looked up at him from her chair. “Let’s try an experiment for the next week. My father and I want to challenge everyone from both our companies to perform tasks while feeling a level of physical and mental discomfort. You may have an unfair advantage over everyone else. Then again, you may not. The only way to tell is for everyone to go cold-turkey from all electronics.”

      To her surprise, Louis beamed a smile. “What a fascinating experiment.” The smile left him. “I assume it will only last three days, at the most. That will be plenty of time to measure the results, and I don’t want to lose all my good habits.”

      Heather shook her head. “A neuroscientist recommended seven days for an accurate reading.” This was a complete fabrication, but one that sounded good enough to fool him.

      Louis thrust his hands deep into the front pockets of his baggy shorts. “That’s not long enough to fully form a good habit, but I may start developing bad ones.”

      Heather tilted her head. “Don’t you trust yourself and the science behind your good habits?”

      “I guess so. What I’m having difficulty understanding is the purpose of the experiment. If I can use technology to increase efficiency, why not use it?”

      Steve responded with, “What you’re really saying is, why not use it all the time? Is that right?”

      “I believe it would maximize efficiency.”

      “What about creativity and problem solving?”

      “Significant advances are being made in those areas through technology, too.”

      Heather asked, “What percentage of jobs will technology replace in the next ten years?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “At least fifty percent of human work could be replaced, but it remains to be seen if management will move that quickly. Early adopters will reap untold benefits.”

      “What about the displaced workers?”

      “I don’t understand?”

      Heather was on the verge of explaining how sudden mass reductions in personnel can change the reputation of a company, but Steve broke in. “Have you done studies of Mr. McBlythe’s companies to see which ones could benefit the most?”

      “That’s much too big of a project for my small department. I’ve focused my studies on the departments at corporate headquarters. In fact, every person chosen to come on this trip represents a department that I’ve studied, or soon will.”

      Heather took over. “Which department will be the most affected?”

      “Your father has already streamlined human resources. We replaced twelve percent of the workers with existing technology. It could have been three times that number, but your father decided natural attrition was more palatable to him. Next on the list is accounting. I’m hoping to increase the percentage.”

      A smile came to Louis. “My recommendation is for a fifty-five percent reduction in force, and that’s just the beginning. Machine learning is advancing so fast. There’s no telling where it will take us.”

      Steve thanked Louis for his time and slowly spun his chair around. Heather guided the young man to the ladder and echoed her appreciation. Once they were alone and both faced the sea, she asked, “What did you make of Louis?”

      “He’s hyper-pragmatic, cold, and calculating. Machines will disrupt traditional jobs, but perhaps not as much as he’d like to believe.”

      Steve took off his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes before putting them back on. “I believe we might have stumbled onto the motive for someone stealing secrets from your father’s company. A systematic reduction in employees doesn’t sit well with department heads.”

      Heather nodded in agreement. “Some people measure success by the amount of money they make. Others, by the number of people they supervise.”

      “If that’s the case, which department head has the most to lose?”

      Heather considered the question before saying, “It depends on how they measure success. Habib Patel may eventually lose the most employees. That results in a loss of prestige.”

      “What will happen to his salary?”

      “Knowing my father, it will probably go up. Efficiency reaps rewards.”

      Steve kept his face to the wind. “We need to find out what motivates Habib. Is it money or perceived status through staff? In fact, we need to discover that about everyone who works for your father.”

      “How do you recommend we do that?”

      Steve rubbed his chin for several seconds. “Let’s create a survey and ask their peers in other departments to rate each department head. These people know each other well.”

      Heather joined in. “I’ll weave some questions into a long, boring questionnaire.” She chuckled and said, “A few more questions won’t add much time to a three-hour survey.” A dark dot appeared in the distance. “There it is, dead ahead, Christmas Cay.”

      “How much longer?” asked Steve.

      “It’s just a speck on the horizon, so I’m guessing thirty more minutes.”

      Captain Roger spoke from behind them. He’d made it up the ladder with stealth enough not to be noticed. “That’s a fair estimate, Ms. McBlythe. It shouldn’t take long to unload if everyone pitches in. I’ll be long gone by the time you carry everything up the hill to the main house and cabanas.”

      Heather swiveled the captain’s chair around. “The bridge is all yours, Captain. She’s a fine ship.”

      In a matter of seconds, Heather was on the main deck and announced, “Everyone below. I have instructions to give you.”

      Those enjoying the wind in their hair moved to the ladder that took them to the deck below. Her first task was to awaken those who were taking advantage of the time to catch up on lost sleep. “Good afternoon,” she shouted above the noise of the engines. “Christmas Cay is in sight. We’ll dock in about thirty minutes. The first thing you’ll do is unload provisions and luggage onto the dock. Decide among yourselves the most efficient way of staging. Provisions go to the main house first. Pearl, our chef, will tell you how she wants things arranged in the kitchen. After completing that task, you can retrieve your luggage. Everyone carries their own to their assigned cabana. Bella has a map of the island that shows locations of places you’ll need to know.”

      “Like what?” asked Bob Brown.

      “The main house, the trailhead of the path to the tallest hill on the island, the cabanas, the beach volleyball area, and several other places you’ll be required to go to.” She took a breath and continued. “Your first challenge will be to memorize the map before we reach the dock. Bella will show it to you one at a time.”

      “When do we eat?” asked Janice Peltier.

      Heather took in a deep breath. “I don’t think you understand how this week will go. You’ll receive instructions to perform certain tasks. These will follow a strict schedule. You will focus on one task at a time and do it to the best of your ability. My father and I are looking for high levels of competency and cooperation.”

      Heather replaced her drill sergeant voice with her normal tone. “Since this is your first day, I’ll answer your question about eating. There’s still several hours of daylight left. That gives us enough time to hike Christmas Mountain and play sand volleyball until dark. I’ll be leading both events. If you’re still worried about eating, that’s Bella and Pearl’s assignment.”

      Heather’s nod meant Bella was to explain. She stood. “While you’re taking a hike and playing volleyball, I’ll be in the water spearing enough fish for Pearl to prepare us a banquet.” She paused. “At least that’s the plan. You never can tell about fishing.”

      Statements of appreciation sounded. Heather ended the meeting by looking at her watch. “You now have approximately twenty-five minutes to memorize the map, determine how you’ll unload all provisions and luggage, and arrange everything on the dock. I’ll be observing and taking notes. You’re on your own and I’ll not answer any more questions until we gather at the trailhead. You can ask me anything you want on the trail, providing you can catch me.”

      “Is that a challenge?” asked Louis Crane.

      “Get used to it. Everything about this week is a challenge, and you wasted twenty seconds asking that question. All decisions result in consequences. Some good, and others you won’t like.”

      She gave Louis a hard stare. “Your consequence for wasting time is you’ll be the last to look at the map.” Her gaze swept over those assembled. “The other participants from my company will be here in a day or two. Consider carefully how you’ll conduct yourself with increased competition.”
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      With clipboard in hand, Heather looked on as her father’s lead attorney, Janice, and Louis Crane, the IT guru, argued about the most efficient way to unload. The result was predictable. Those who abstained from the leadership role quietly left and returned to the room one at a time as Bella called their name. By the time Louis and Janice realized the boat had docked, it was too late for them to memorize the details on the map. Others would have to show them where to go. The infighting continued, with others joining the fray.

      Heather said nothing, but made a show of frowning and scribbling notes. Her father’s team had failed before stepping on dry land.

      She made sure Steve was safely off the boat and on his way with Bella to the house that overlooked one of the most spectacular beaches Heather had ever seen. The bay faced west and looked like a horseshoe, with the curve of an expanse of white sand. A three-hundred-foot pier pierced the bay to the south, and a coral reef guarded the north side. Also on the north side of the bay, a jagged hill looked over the reef that extended out into the sea. Fish abounded in the pristine water. Bella would have no problem providing a bountiful selection of fresh fish for the evening meal.

      A clearing of her throat was all it took for the passengers to realize they needed to unload the boat. The executives were too busy schlepping provisions off the yacht and complaining to each other to comment on the beauty of the bay.

      Heather broke her silence. “Don’t forget your luggage. Captain Roger needs to be back at St. Croix before dark.”

      What she didn’t tell them was St. Croix was only an hour away. They’d zig-zagged across the Caribbean to give her and Steve time to get a read on the people her father thought might steal and sell information. It turned out only her fitness trainer, Matt, suffered from severe seasickness. Dorcas Lindley had placed patches of scopolamine behind both ears after her interview. One would have sufficed. She’d slept after returning below and now wobbled her way off the boat.

      Pearl hooked Matt’s arm over her shoulder and led him to the safety of terra firma. He fell to his knees and stayed in the sand as the cook took over her area of responsibility. Pearl barked orders and soon had the provisions off the dock and on the way to a futuristic looking home made of steel and glass.

      Heather followed the last person, Dorcas, who struggled to carry two cloth bags stuffed with onions, cucumbers, bell peppers, and containers of spices. It took the five-person crew from Boston three trips to transport everything needed to sustain the gathering for a week. Dorcas made it as far as the living room, collapsed on the couch, and fell fast asleep.

      Between the June sun, the humidity, and the physical exertion, most participants were wet with sweat, and they hadn’t yet retrieved their luggage.

      Heather gathered them in the home’s massive living room where floor-to-ceiling glass offered a panoramic view of the bay below. “Don’t get comfortable. You have fifteen minutes to remove your luggage from the pier, find your cabana, change into the hiking clothes you were told to bring, and meet me at the trailhead.” She gave them what she hoped was a wicked smile. “Let’s hurry down the hill to get our luggage. We’re on a tight schedule.”

      “What about Dorcas’s luggage?” asked Janice, as a drop of sweat fell from her nose.

      “How you treat each other is up to each of you. Do you believe it’s worth it to help Dorcas, or will it cost you if you don’t make it to the hike on time? You’ll find this week is all about decisions and consequences.”

      Steve sat in a recliner facing the group, who stood with their backs to the windows. “I’m sure you’ve noticed by now that the heat and humidity are more than you’re used to in Boston. There will be a water bottle for each of you with your name written on it. Bella’s filling them now. You can either wait here for her to finish, or pick it up after you change.”

      Heather moved to the door. “Little choices can have big consequences.” She opened the door and ran toward the dock.

      Habib Patel tried sprinting down the hill but misjudged his speed. Feet and head traded places as he tumbled several yards before coming to an inglorious stop.

      Louis Crane was the only person who made it to the trailhead within the allotted time, but he came without a water bottle. She spoke to him while watching her footing. “How often do you work out?”

      “My workouts are on a high-tech stationary bicycle. I can ride any course in the world.”

      “It’s not the same as being outside. I work out in a gym that’s not climate controlled. There’s plenty of heat and humidity in our part of Texas.”

      “It’s too cold in Boston most of the year to do that,” said Louis.

      “You’ll soon see what a difference it makes.”

      Louis caught up with her again. His words came between breaths. “How long is… this trail?”

      “It’s not long, but it’s steep. It also has several switchbacks. I should reach the summit in about fifteen minutes.” She broke into a jog.

      Louis matched her stride, but with labored breathing. “Narrow… path… cut out… of the jungle. Very steep.”

      “That’s why it’s so humid. The jungle traps the heat.” She increased the pace. The aggressive tread on her hiking shoes bit into the damp dirt and threw it behind her. It didn’t take long for sweat to form tiny streams on her face. Once out of sight, she slowed enough to take a few large gulps of water.

      The view from the craggy summit took her breath away. She could see the entire island and even a couple of dots of green and brown, tiny islands on an otherwise royal blue and azure seascape. She could also see the curved strip of sand that lay off the east shore of the island. This was the true Christmas Cay from which the island borrowed its name.

      Billows of fluffy clouds played far overhead as the trade winds from the southwest cooled and refreshed her. This was indeed an island paradise. Too bad she, Steve, and Bella had to find a thief and possibly a killer.

      Water and wind worked their magic on Heather, and she soon recovered from her run. She hustled from the summit and encountered Habib and Louis. They sounded like trains huffing their way up the trail elbowing each other as they approached the top. The last thing she heard was Habib’s response to Louis’s plea for water.

      “You should… have considered… the heat… and humidity.”

      Heather passed the others on her way down the hill. Everyone but Louis carried a water bottle. She noted Dorcas wasn’t among the participants, which came as no surprise after her overdose of motion-sickness medication. There was little doubt that Steve would pump her for information when she woke.
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      Steve closed the lid to his laptop, took off his headset, and left his bedroom. He’d familiarized himself with the layout of the home enough that he could navigate the living and dining rooms with the aid of his cane. The sound of a woman yawning greeted him as he located the chair that suited him best. “You slept through the hike, and you’re missing the volleyball game.”

      “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Almost two hours. I’ve been in my room dictating notes.”

      “I should follow your example. Mr. McBlythe expects a full report every evening at nine o’clock.” Concern filled her voice. “Are we still on Boston time?”

      “The U.S. Virgin Islands are on Atlantic standard time and don’t recognize daylight savings time. If this was winter, we’d be one hour later than Boston. Since it’s summer, we’re on the same time.”

      “Thank goodness. I’d die if my first report wasn’t on time.”

      Steve allowed the hyperbolic comment to pass, but wanted to find out more of what Heather’s father expected of Dorcas. “What will you report of your first hours on the island since you slept through them?”

      She hesitated before answering his question with one of her own. “How would you gather information for a report when you missed an event? They have to be accurate and complete.”

      Steve considered her question for several seconds before responding. “The only thing you can do is become like a newspaper reporter and ask a lot of questions.”

      He quickly changed the subject. “Are you physically unable to do strenuous activity?”

      “To be frank, I could stand to lose weight.”

      Steve raised his chin and took in a bouquet of odors coming from the kitchen. “There’s nothing like the smell of authentic Caribbean cooking. While you were sleeping, Bella speared enough fish for supper and breakfast.”

      “She’s such a beautiful young woman.”

      “That’s what everyone says. All I know is she’s one of the finest people I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing.” Steve smiled. “Where were we? The smell of food cooking has a way of clouding my mind.”

      “You were answering my question about the best way to glean information for today’s report to Mr. McBlythe.”

      “Uh-huh. I remember. Am I correct to assume you’re not in good physical shape?”

      “I loathe exercise, and it shows.”

      Steve drew a hand down his face. “If you get too tired from exercise, it will impair your ability to observe. If you don’t take part in some activities, the others will view you as an outsider and you risk being shut out. My advice is to join Heather and Bella early tomorrow for yoga. If you’re up to it, do the morning hike up the hill. Don’t try to keep up with those trying to prove themselves. After that, avoid most physical activity in the sun.”

      Something else occurred to him. “The participants don’t know it yet, but everyone will be required to catch their own fish. You could trade fish for information.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The way we’ve arranged the schedule, it will be impossible for everyone to take part in every activity. They’ll have to choose what they’re willing to cut out of their schedule. If you catch an abundance of fish, you could trade it for information.”

      A hint of hope entered Dorcas’s voice. “You and Heather have planned this well. Do you believe all the executives from Boston will relocate when the merger takes place?”

      “That’s one thing we hope to discover this week.”

      Steve shifted in his chair. “That reminds me. What are your plans when Mr. McBlythe retires?”

      Absolute confidence filled Dorcas’s voice. “He’ll never completely retire, and he’ll never leave Boston.”

      “Don’t you think the merger is imminent?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been his personal assistant for years. I know Allister McBlythe better than he knows himself. Trying to live without another deal to close isn’t in his nature.”

      “What if you’re wrong?”

      “I’m not. He’ll always need to work.”

      Her certainty took him aback. He semi-agreed with her as he said, “Heather says her girl-Friday is a complete god-send. I guess Mr. McBlythe will continue to need a limited staff.”

      “Like father, like daughter.” Dorcas followed this with, “In case you’re wondering, I have no intention of competing with Heather’s PA. My only goal this week is to provide accurate and complete reports to Mr. McBlythe. If that means daybreak yoga, a morning hike up a steep hill, and learning how to fish, then so be it.”

      The door opened. He could tell by the footfalls that Heather, Bella, and Matt entered. Matt’s footsteps didn’t fade until he reached the hallway leading to one wing of the bedrooms. Steve asked, “Is it sundown already?”

      The sound of Heather falling into a chair close to him preceded her response. “Not yet. Bella, Matt, and I are the undisputed champions of beach volleyball.”

      “How are you three physically?”

      “Not too bad. Matt overcame his sea-sickness by drinking water with added electrolytes. I’ll need to slack off exercising tomorrow.”

      “Me, too,” said Bella. “Between spearing fish and two hours of volleyball, I’m going to hurt in the morning.”

      Steve had one more question. “How long until we eat?”

      Heather rose from her chair. “I gave them twenty minutes to shower, dress, and be sitting at the table. The glorious smells coming from the kitchen tell me Pearl is grilling the fish Bella caught.”

      “Only twenty minutes?” said Dorcas. “I’d better get to the women’s bungalow and get ready.”

      Steve rubbed his hands together as the door closed behind Dorcas. “Let’s fill their bellies until everyone’s miserable and see how well their brains work when faced with trick questions and impossible situations.”

      Heather must have found a sudden burst of energy. “I’ll race you, Bella. Last one to finish showering and sit at the table has to take the yoga mats to the front yard in the morning.”

      Steve chuckled as bare feet slapped against the tile floor. So far, the plan was on track. He wondered how the group from Boston would react after Heather’s executives arrived, and the competition began in earnest.

      Following the evening feast, Steve led a three-hour session of value clarification exercises that required people to decide between equally distasteful options. They then had to defend their choices to the group. What started out as lively discussions morphed into shouting matches. Habib Patel and Louis Crane continued their competition for alpha male. Janice Peltier proved herself to be excellent at cross examinations, with snarky comments thrown in for good measure.

      The verbal jousting was precisely what Steve had predicted would happen, and this was only the warm-up to the arrival of Heather’s staff.
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      Steve lowered his coffee cup when Heather entered the living room the next morning. “You’re up earlier than I thought you’d be. Sore muscles?”

      “I thought I was in decent shape. Sand volleyball killed my calves. I can only imagine how the five people from Boston feel this morning.”

      “Only four. Dorcas stayed out of the sun.”

      Heather retrieved a cup of coffee and returned. “Speaking of Dorcas, did you speak with her yesterday afternoon?”

      “Uh-huh. I asked her to call your father and get his permission to hand over personnel files on the crew from Boston.”

      “How did you do that? I thought no one from Boston was to know we have internet access.”

      Steve placed a finger over his mouth in a sign of secrecy. “He wanted to make sure everyone from both offices believes all outside contact is impossible, but he told Dorcas so she can follow up phone conversations with emails.”

      “We confiscated everything electronic. What difference does it make if they know there’s Internet capability?”

      “Do you really think a tech guy like Louis Crane didn’t bring an extra device of some sort? You told them to turn in everything, but you didn’t search them or their suitcases.”

      “I thought about it, but decided not to.” Heather let out a scoffing huff of air. “He probably has something with a screen.” She took a sip of coffee and placed her cup on a side table. “There’s more to this story than you’re telling me. I know how you think. What aren’t you telling me?”

      Steve shrugged. “The best way to keep a secret is don’t tell anyone.”

      “If I wasn’t so sore and tired, you’d get a piece of my mind.”

      “Save it for your father.” Steve changed the subject. “Is it still dark?”

      “First light. It won’t be long before I’ll need to take the yoga mats out to the yard.”

      “You’re too late. Bella beat you to the punch.”

      Heather went to the window. “Why’d she do that? I lost the bet.”

      Steve didn’t answer because he didn’t need to. Bella was hard-wired to help people, and not only her and Steve. Instead, he asked, “What time do you expect the people from your office to arrive?”

      “Noon-ish. If the plane catches a strong tailwind, they might be here as early as eleven-thirty. Things could get interesting this afternoon.”

      The door opened and Bella walked in wearing her body-hugging yoga outfit. “Everything’s ready. Do you think they’ll show up on time?”

      “I doubt it,” said Steve. “I’m expecting a mini-rebellion this morning.”

      Heather bristled. “They’d better come.”

      Matt walked in wearing a sleeveless shirt and tight shorts. “Only Dorcas is moving this morning, and she’s in slow motion.”

      “Told you,” said Steve.

      Bella puffed out her cheeks. “What do we do now?”

      Steve had the answer. “Follow your schedule of yoga and a hike up the hill. Take your time this morning. They’ll come here looking for breakfast, but won’t find any. I’ll break the bad news and have a heart-to-heart talk with them.”

      As predicted, the only person to show up for sunrise yoga was Dorcas. She wore a loose-fitting, lightweight jogging suit. This was her first experience with early morning stretching. Audible moaning accompanied every change of position.

      Heather wanted to use the time on the trail to get to know Dorcas, while Matt attacked the hill like he was competing in a race with a cash prize. Bella set a brisk walking pace, so it wasn’t long before they lost sight of her also.

      Dorcas opened the conversation. “I’m so disappointed in everyone from Mr. McBlythe’s office. I feel like it’s a personal affront to the best man I’ve ever known.”

      “We told them making choices and living with the consequences was one of our goals.”

      Sweat formed on Dorcas’s forehead. “It’s an unorthodox plan, but I think it’s brilliant. Your father must have come up with it.”

      Heather overlooked the slight and kept a lookout for straight sticks, about four and a half feet long. She found one, and then another.

      “Why are you carrying those?” asked Dorcas.

      “They’re hiking sticks. They help you keep your balance on uneven or steep terrain. I picked up the habit of using them one summer in the foothills of the Alps. Here. Try them and see if it helps.”

      It seemed to take all of Dorcas’s mental energy to get into the rhythm of swinging the sticks forward as her foot took a step. The trek proved to be a mostly silent journey, punctuated by greetings to Matt and Bella as they descended.

      Upon reaching the summit, Dorcas took a seat on the least jagged rock and surveyed the panoramic view. “This has to be the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”

      “It’s certainly a strong contender,” said Heather.

      Dorcas’s appreciation of the scenery didn’t last long. “What’s the schedule for the rest of the day?”

      Heather grinned. “Steve reminded me this morning that the best way to keep secrets is to not tell anyone.”

      “That’s what your father says.”

      Heather fixed her gaze on a distant island. “They’re both wise men.” She brought her gaze back to Dorcas. “What do you like most about being my father’s personal assistant?”

      Dorcas’s eyes shifted to something in the distance as she took her time responding. “That’s hard to say since he has such a dynamic personality. I’ve definitely found my dream job.”

      “That’s nice of you to say, but every job has its highs and lows. What do you like least about yours?”

      The response rolled off her tongue like she’d practiced what to say. “I detest people who speak ill of the company because they don’t see the entire picture of how the departments work together to form a single team.”

      “Does anyone come to mind?”

      “All the department heads to some degree.”

      “Who’s the worst?”

      “There’s two. The CFO, Habib Patel, and Louis Crane. They’re both consumed with ideas concerning company profits. They don’t understand your father’s generosity. Both call him a fool for supporting philanthropic causes.”

      The candor came as a surprise, but Heather pressed on without comment. “Anyone else?”

      “Janice Peltier is frank in the extreme, but she’s brilliant and so far has proved herself loyal. She’s not an easy woman to like, but your father trusts her implicitly. I still have reservations.”

      “You said she’s been loyal so far. What did you mean?”

      “Please don’t take this wrong, but I don’t trust attorneys. It’s a bias I picked up a long time ago and has to do with the entire legal profession. I don’t see how two lawyers can stretch the truth until it screams, employ every legal maneuver available to them, tear each other apart in court, and then have drinks and laugh together after work.”

      Heather chuckled. “There are many ironies in life and you’ve identified a big one.” She didn’t want to explain more, so she said, “It seems we’re down to Bob Brown for the people from the Boston office.”

      “I’ll let your father discuss Mr. Brown with you.”

      Heather tilted her head. “An evasion. Are you sure there’s not more attorney in you than you’re willing to admit?”

      Dorcas rose from the rock she was sitting on. “I need to get down the hill before something happens and I’m not there to report it.”

      The trip down the hill was quiet. She assumed Dorcas had spent her morning supply of words and needed to focus on using the walking sticks to steady her descent. With only the sound of their footfalls and birds in the trees above them, Heather’s thoughts drifted to how detailed she’d be with Steve about her talk with Dorcas. His mantra was, the more information the better, so this would be her first contribution. Although scant, the information Dorcas gave was an insider’s perspective on Habib, Louis, and Janice. That she refused to discuss Bob was also significant.

      Heather walked behind Dorcas to allow her father’s personal assistant total concentration on the trail. This left her mind free to ruminate on who was stealing secrets. She’d need to call her father and find out why Dorcas refrained from talking about the acquisitions director.

      As the home came into view, she spied the four remaining Bostonians in the front yard.

      The strident voice of Janice Peltier greeted them. “Why are we being kept out of the main house?”

      Steve shot back. “You overslept and failed to take part in today’s first two activities.”

      “That’s not fair,” said Habib. “We’re sleep deprived and can hardly move.”

      “Yeah,” echoed Bob Brown. “They almost killed us yesterday.”

      Heather joined the fray. “Bella and I did more physical activity than any of you. She spent two hours in the water providing your supper, and neither of us took a break from volleyball. You took breaks.”

      Louis Crane had his own complaint. “How do you expect me to wake up without my phone?”

      Steve swept his cane in front of him until it touched the railing. “You sound like a flock of bleating sheep. Heather, didn’t we make the purpose of this week clear last night?”

      “I thought we did. Perhaps you need to explain again.”

      “Both Heather and Mr. McBlythe are firm believers in meritocracy.”

      “We know that,” said Bob. “We all had to prove ourselves as the best in our field.”

      Steve nodded. “To quote the sentiment of an old song, that was yesterday, and yesterday’s gone.”

      Janice fixed her hands on her hips and cast her gaze to each of her coworkers. “Don’t you see what they’re doing? We’re fighting for our jobs and they’re looking for weak links.”

      Steve held his ground. “Janice is correct, and right now I’m seeing very little competition to Heather’s employees.”

      “I’m not sure it’s worth it,” said Bob.

      Steve replied, “That’s a decision each of you will need to make.”

      Habib asked, “Are you planning on closing the Boston office?”

      “My father and I haven’t decided.” It wasn’t a complete lie. Someday it would happen, but there were no immediate plans.

      “Of course they are,” said Janice. She set her jaw. “I don’t care what the rest of you do, but I didn’t make it to lead attorney by quitting when things got tough. I’ve done my homework and my counterpart in Heather’s company will be out on maternity leave in two months. There’s no guarantee she’ll come back. While I have the advantage, this is my opportunity to prove my worth, and I’m taking it.”

      Steve placed both hands on the top of his cane. “As a demonstration of goodwill, missing yoga this morning will not count against you. However, if you want breakfast, the hill awaits you.”

      “Are you saying if we don’t go up the hill, you’ll withhold food from us?” asked Bob.

      Steve spoke in a flat tone. “You’ve done nothing to earn it.”

      “Neither have you,” snapped Bob.

      Heather took in a deep breath to propel the words of chastisement. Steve’s roaring laugh overpowered her prelude of, “Now, listen to me, Bob Brown.”

      While Heather reloaded with another breath, Dorcas played peacekeeper. “It’s still nice and cool. I want to go again.”

      Matt, who was standing off to the side, spoke up. “Everyone who’s going, follow me. Run if you want to, but I’m walking.”

      Bob grumbled under his breath, but he followed the group. Heather caught up with Steve inside. “That was close.”

      “They’re all competitive. Let’s eat and tell Pearl she has about forty minutes before they return.”

      Bella asked, “What do you want me to do after breakfast?”

      “Teach them to catch fish. For the time being, that will be the only meat on the menu. They have until the people from Heather’s office arrive to catch enough for lunch, supper, and breakfast.”

      “What about me?” asked Heather.

      “You and I will teach Matt to swim. It’s ridiculous he doesn’t know how.”

      “How many more days until we start individual interviews?”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “At least two, possibly three. In the meantime, we’ll wear them down until the only things they can think about are rest and keeping their jobs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun was well up in the sky by the time the Bostonians finished breakfast. Everyone gathered in the living room as Steve stood with his back to a view he couldn’t enjoy. “I have good news and bad news,” he said.

      “Bad news first,” said Habib.

      “No. Let’s start with something positive,” said Louis.

      Steve pretended to flip a coin and announced, “Heads. Good news first.” He kept talking over Habib’s groan. “No beach volleyball this morning.”

      “Wonderful,” said Janice. “After climbing that mountain again, I can barely take a step. What’s the bad news?”

      “From now on, everybody catches and cleans their own fish. Bella will teach you this morning.”

      Bella spoke up. “You’ll have your choice of a rod and reel or snorkel gear and a speargun. After today, you need to fit fishing into the day’s schedule of activities, which will be non-stop.”

      “How do you expect us to do that?” asked Janice.

      “Exactly,” said Steve. “There are no free times. You’ll have to decide if you want to eat fish or earn points. By the way, the boat carrying Heather’s crew from Texas will be here around noon. Instead of more sand volleyball this morning, you’ll need to catch your supper and tomorrow’s breakfast. There won’t be any lunch today since you had such a late breakfast.”

      Bob Brown raised his hand even though Steve couldn’t see it. “What if we catch more than we need?”

      Steve drew his hand down his face. “I like it. You sound confident, Bob.”

      “If there’s a fish in the bay, I’ll catch it.”

      “Then you’ll have more decisions to make than the others. You can catch and release to give others a better chance, give some of your catch to those with less skill, barter with them, or you can even go to your bungalow and take a nap until the next event starts.”

      “Are you saying we don’t have to fish if we don’t want to?” asked Habib.

      Heather took her turn. “It’s your choice, but you’ll eat what the chef prepares for you. It will keep you alive, but food is fuel and you’ve already experienced how many calories you can expect to burn.”

      Janice gave a scoffing laugh. “What’s the matter, Habib? Afraid of the sharp teeth, or can’t you swim?”

      He didn’t reply.

      “Ah,” said Janice. “You’re afraid of both.”

      “I’ll fish,” announced Habib with as much vigor as he could muster. “But you won’t catch me in the water.”

      Steve broke into the conversation before it devolved further. “There’s one more thing we need to cover before you change and we all go to the beach. You have three minutes to pick a leader who will establish a schedule of dishwashers. Heather arranged for a cook, not a galley slave. Mouths to feed will increase by four this evening, and for the rest of the week.”

      Janice didn’t hesitate. “I say we elect Dorcas to make the schedule. It will give her something to brag about to Mr. McBlythe.”

      Dorcas’s head snapped upward, but she refrained from saying anything.

      “I second the nomination,” said Bob. A series of ‘ayes’ followed.

      The group didn’t pay attention to Dorcas’s weak complaint.

      Steve added, “More good news. The other group will alternate washing dishes and cleaning the kitchen.”

      Dorcas pushed her lips over to one side. “All five of us will need to work every other meal.”

      Complaints filtered in, but Steve put a quick end to them by saying, “You each gave Dorcas the authority. Now, you’ll live with your decision. You have thirty minutes to finish cleaning the kitchen, change, and collect your gear for fishing. Meet Bella on the dock and don’t be late.”

      Heather stood to signal the end of the meeting. “You’ll clean the kitchen to Pearl’s standards.”

      The room cleared and Heather drew near to Steve. “Do you think they’ll be able to complete the challenge without a riot?”

      “I doubt it. Dorcas doesn’t impress me as someone they’ll listen to. I told Pearl to tell them what to do only once, then go to her room.”

      Matt asked, “What if they don’t make it?”

      Steve grinned. “I hear the view from the top of the hill is spectacular.”

      Bella giggled. “Come with me, Matt. Let’s move the fishing gear to the patio. They’ll need it, eventually.”

      Steve turned to face the windows but spoke to Heather. “Let’s take a walk.”

      Heather took his hand and placed it on her arm. She led him onto the patio and down a short flight of steps to the yard where the yoga mats lay on a flat area with thick grass.

      “Can anyone hear us?” asked Steve.

      Heather scanned the area. “All clear. Is something wrong?”

      “We need details on Reggie Scott’s attack.”

      “Be patient. I called my old partner at Boston P.D. last night. She’s not assigned to the case, but she’s working back-channels to get information. She’s supposed to call me tonight. Also, my father is sending everything Human Resources has on Mr. Scott and all the executives here. All we brought with us was summary reports.”

      Steve nodded his approval.

      She then asked, “How do you think things are going so far?”

      Steve turned his head toward the bay below. “They’re focused on aching muscles right now. The arrival of your people will keep them distracted for a few more days. They’re all exceptionally smart, which means it’s only a matter of time before one of them sees through our plan to find out who’s stealing secrets. Dorcas told me Habib figured it out by examining the unusual fluctuations in lost revenue. If he knows, others may, too.”

      “What about the murder of Reggie Scott? Do you think the thief could be the same person who killed him?”

      The shrug of Steve’s shoulders told her he’d considered the possibility, but didn’t have enough information to reach a conclusion. Instead, he said, “You and I need to keep in mind that the people from your office in Texas are here as distractions. The more eyes and ears we have on the Boston execs, the more we’ll learn about who might have a motive for both crimes. Let’s meet with Bella, Matt, and Pearl throughout the day. They might pick up on something important.”

      Heather joined Steve in facing the bay. “The seas aren’t as calm today. Captain Roger probably won’t arrive until after noon.”

      “Choppy seas are a good way of describing what will happen when the two groups meet.” Steve lifted his head. “Did you hear that?”

      “I can’t hear anything but the wind.”

      “It’s coming from inside. I left the patio door open on purpose. Janice has a shrill voice when she’s excited.”

      “Who’s she arguing with?”

      Steve stood perfectly still for several seconds before saying, “That’s a surprise. I thought it would be Louis or Habib, but it’s Bob Brown.”

      Heather led Steve to the steps leading to the patio and whispered. “Can you hear what they’re saying now?”

      Multiple shouts sounded from inside, followed by a loud crash. Steve said, “I was wondering how long it would take.”

      Heather bounded up the stairs and sprinted into the living room. Louis and Habib rolled on the floor, both trying to free their hands. Bob shouted at them to stop while Janice laughed. Dorcas wrung her hands. Louis freed a hand and delivered a solid blow to Habib’s eye.

      Bob caught Louis’s next blow on its way to do more damage and pulled him off the chief financial officer. Both regained their footing as Bob pinned Louis’s hands to his sides. Habib took full advantage of the opportunity to even the score. The right hook caught Louis square on the nose. Blood flowed onto Bob’s arms and he released his grip.

      “Enough!” shouted Heather.

      The unlikely pugilists dropped their hands as Dorcas looked on with horror.

      Matt and Bella arrived and stared with expressions of unbelief. Heather turned to Matt. “It seems my father’s executives have extra energy this morning. They’re still dressed to hike up the hill. Once the bleeding stops, would you mind escorting all five of them two times up and down?”

      “My pleasure.”

      “I did nothing,” said Janice. “This isn’t right that I’m about to suffer for their buffoonery.”

      Steve responded. “Cleaning the kitchen is a team event. That means you all pass or fail together. We’ve told you repeatedly that there’ll be consequences for failure.”

      Dorcas swallowed. “Does that apply to me? I’m here as an observer.”

      “Not anymore,” said Heather. “My father gave me authority to implement any decisions I think are necessary. You’re in charge of cleaning the kitchen, and you failed miserably.”

      Dorcas’s eyes widened. “You can’t report this to Mr. McBlythe.”

      “Why not?”

      “You just can’t. I’ll run up and down the hill if you promise not to tell him.”

      Steve spoke in a calm voice. “You don’t have to run, but a brisk walk seems in order. While you’re at it, keep track of anyone who doesn’t go all the way to the top.”

      Louis expressed his opinion about Dorca’s new task with one word. “Snitch.”

      Steve kept his voice to a loud whisper. “As a show of mercy, we’re willing to wipe all demerits off your record and start fresh when the people from Texas arrive.” He paused a moment. "What about the rest of you? Do you want to restart the day with a clean slate after you complete two quick trips up and down the hill?”

      “This is extortion,” said Janice.

      “Shut up,” said Louis as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t want to go into the competition with a deficit of points.”

      “Me either,” said Habib.

      Janice stood in front of the two fighters. “If either of you two idiots cost me another trip up that hill, I’ll make you regret being born.”

      Dorcas found her voice. “Bob, you have the dining room. Wipe off the table and sweep the floor.” She turned to Habib. “Finish rinsing the dishes and silverware and put them in the dishwasher.”

      “What about me?” Louis asked sullenly.

      “Scrub the pans and skillets. Janice will dry and put them away.” She scanned all four. “I’ll sweep and mop the kitchen. We have ten minutes to finish.”

      Heather nodded her approval. “That’s more like it. With cooperation like that, you stand a slim chance of beating one or two of my executives.”

      Matt set the pace up and down the hill. The time was approaching late morning when the crew finished their two treks to the summit and back down. Dark splotches marked sweat dampened shirts. Bella met them at the base of the hill. “Change into bathing suits. Bring a towel, hat, sunblock, and the long-sleeve shirt and pants you’ll find on your beds. If you’re snorkeling and spear fishing, you don’t have to wear the pants. Otherwise, wear both. You’ll burn to a crisp in this sun. Matt, Heather, and I will distribute the fishing equipment to you on the deck.”

      Heather added, “You have twelve minutes to be on the deck. None of you remembered to take water with you on the hike, so I’ll give you an extra five minutes to hydrate.”

      She looked at her watch. “We’re running an hour behind schedule, so you won’t have as long to catch your supper and breakfast.” Her gaze took in each of the sweaty faces. “Steve and Pearl were kind enough to fill each of your water bottles. I suggest you pick them up on your way to change. You look wilted.”

      Everyone took Heather’s advice and swigged water as they quick-walked to their bungalows. Steve waited for her in the living room. “Are their tongues hanging out?”

      “Pretty much. I’m not sure they’d make it up the hill again.”

      “They’ll feel better about life when they watch your crew from Texas hike up the hill in the heat of the day.”

      Heather took a long look at Steve. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      He grinned. “Almost as much as you are.”

      “Does that mean we’re both a little twisted?”

      “We wouldn’t be looking for a thief and a killer if we were normal.”

      Heather took a long pull from her water bottle. “Here comes Janice. She’s leading the pack.”

      A sly smile came across Steve’s face. “I wonder how she’ll get along with Clyde Pugh and his body odor.”

      Heather looked out to sea. “We’ll find out tomorrow when we put people into two-person teams. Until then, I hope he didn’t smell up my plane too much.”

      “Did you warn your pilots?”

      “They told their wives to put cologne or perfume on paper face masks. They’ll warn my department heads to sit close to the cockpit. Clyde’s seat is at the rear of the plane.”

      “That may not be enough.”

      “Everyone knew what to expect. They’ll have to cope as best they can.”

      Steve shook his head. “You’re enjoying this more than I thought you would. Let’s keep in mind what we’re trying to accomplish.”
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      Steve retreated to his room while Heather watched Bella and Matt pass out equipment that would allow the crew from Boston to catch their food. Habib and Dorcas each chose a rod and reel. Louis, Janice and Bob grabbed masks, snorkels, flippers, and spearguns. Bob also grabbed a rod and reel. The trio made for the reef on the north side of the bay. Everyone remembered to refill their water bottles and carry them down the hill.

      Bella led Dorcas and Habib onto the dock and stopped about halfway down. Heather followed and looked on as Bella began her tutorial of baiting the hooks and operating the reels.. “Put the bait on so the fish can’t see the hook. They’re smarter than you think. I’ll bait Dorcas’s hook. Habib, you’ll watch and bait your own.”

      With bait on each hook, Bella took Dorcas’s rod and reel in hand. “Watch carefully to see how the reel works. Push this button and the line releases.” She demonstrated, and the baited hook and weight plunked into the water and unwound line from the reel. “When the weight hits the bottom, turn the handle on the reel. This engages the drag, which puts pressure on the fishing line. Reel in some line to adjust the depth of the bait.”

      “How much?” asked Habib.

      “Fish swim at different depths. You’ll need to experiment.”

      “This seems very arbitrary.”

      Heather broke into Bella’s lesson. “It’s called fishing, not catching. There’s a lot of skill and some luck involved.”

      Bella spoke with more hope. “Look down into the water. There’s plenty of fish. Watch as I try to catch that yellowtail.”

      Habib lay on his stomach and peered over the side of the dock. Dorcas, dressed from head to toe in loose fitting, sun-blocking apparel, placed hands on knees and stared into the clear water. Bella lifted the bait and twitched the rod to entice the fish to strike. With a sudden burst of speed, the yellowtail closed on the bait and seemed to inhale it. Bella set the hook with a firm jerk of the rod upward. Dorcas took a step back. “My goodness. I wasn’t expecting it to be so violent.”

      The fish soon broke the surface. Bella’s pole jerked and bent as she kept constant pressure on the line until the fish ran out of fight. With smooth turns of the handle, the thin line fed back onto the reel, and the fish rose out of the water. She allowed it to rest on the dock, where it thrashed a few more times.

      “What now?” asked Habib. “It has teeth.”

      “Most saltwater species do,” said Bella. “You’ll need to kill it and put it on ice. I brought everything you’ll need.”

      Heather spoke before the novices could ask for details. “If you strike the fish hard in the head with the priest Bella brought, you’ll kill it.”

      “Priest?” asked Habib.

      Bella answered. “That’s what anglers call the wooden club. After you kill the fish, remove the hook with needle-nose pliers and put it in the ice chest.”

      “This is barbaric,” said Dorcas.

      Heather shot back with, “I didn’t hear you complain last night when you raved about the meal.”

      It came as a surprise when Habib grabbed the priest and made quick work of dispatching the fish. Her first thought was of Reggie Scott, whom someone had beaten the life out of. Could Habib have done to Reggie what he did to the yellowtail?

      The fishing lesson came to an abrupt halt. Heather cast her gaze to the north side of the bay. “You two are on your own. Bella and I need to check on the others.”

      Bella said, “I’ll be back. Enjoy catching your supper.”

      Heather added, “You’ll need to move when the boat arrives. Don’t get in their way as they’re unloading.”

      Habib looked down the long dock. “That means we’ll need to go all the way to the end.”

      Heather couldn’t help but smile. “Don’t fall in.”

      Once out of earshot, Bella leaned into Heather as their toes dug into the firm sand where the turquoise water foamed onto the beach. “Habib surprised me when he took the bat and killed the fish.”

      “I noticed that, too. I’ll have to tell Steve about it.”

      They approached three piles of clothes. Matt looked on from the shore and pointed at two snorkels poking up from the surface of the bay. Both were a considerable distance from the shore, but close together. “Louis and Janice couldn’t wait. They challenged each other for the most fish and the biggest.”

      “Good for them,” said Heather. She turned to Bella. “Would you make sure there’s plenty of distance between them? I’d hate to have them shoot each other with spearguns.”

      Matt wore a baseball cap backward, so he shaded his eyes with his hand. “I told them they’d forfeit their right to fish with spearguns if they didn’t maintain forty yards of separation.”

      Heather tried to judge the distance. What looked like two periscopes broke the surface only ten yards apart. “Bella, tell them I want to see them immediately.”

      Bella pulled off her pants, but left her long-sleeve shirt on to cover her swimsuit. She donned a mask, snorkel, and flippers and cut through the water with powerful kicks.

      Following suit, Heather pulled off her pants but kept her water shoes on. She waded until the warm water lapped against the tail of her long sleeve shirt. Bob spoke as she approached. “Did you see the fish on my stringer?”

      “They look like mahi-mahi. You know your way around a rod and reel.”

      “That’s what I thought they were. They’re both decent size.”

      “I thought you’d be spearfishing instead of using a rod and reel.”

      He shook his head. “Too crowded.”

      “You won’t have long to wait if you want to fish with a speargun on your own.”

      Bob gave his head a firm nod as he kept his eye on a cone-shaped cork with an orange top and a white torso. “I knew they’d compete for the same fish, so I stayed closer to shore. Are you going to make good on your threat to make them use a rod and reel?”

      Heather was now alongside her father’s head of acquisitions. “Rules lose their effectiveness if they’re not enforced. They forfeited their fishing privilege for the day.”

      “Good. That means I’ll be the only one fishing on this side of the bay.”

      “Only for today. Enjoy the solitude while you can. Four more anglers will be in the water tomorrow.”

      Heather watched as the orange top of the cork dove under the surface. Bob jerked his rod. “There’s number three, and it’s pulling harder than the others. I told you fishing was my strong suit.” He walked backward to the shore while reeling in the fish. He soon landed the third mahi-mahi and secured it to the stringer he had attached to a belt loop on his pants.

      “Are you going to continue fishing?”

      He nodded an affirmative answer. “I know the value of building goodwill. People are going to owe me favors if I have fish to trade.”

      “You’re a very strategic thinker.”

      “That’s why your father promoted me to lead what I believe is his most important department.”

      The comments struck a nerve with Heather. Bob believed he was of extreme value to her father. Yet, he was on the downhill side of his career. She watched as he walked out into the bay and cast again. He was a shrewd man, capable of waiting for other people to make mistakes. She wondered if the thought of being put out to pasture could turn a loyal employee into someone who’d take a shortcut to retirement by stealing company secrets.

      She didn’t have long to think about it as Bella led Janice and Louis toward the shore. They swam a wide arc around Bob while Heather waded back to shore.

      The rule violators arrived at the shore and jerked off their masks. Janice had one fish on her stringer while Louis had two, but they were much smaller.

      Heather didn’t waste time explaining. “You were told to keep a safe distance between you. You broke the rules.”

      The attorney in Janice made itself known. “That’s not exactly true. I informed Louis where I intended to fish. My boundary is a coral outcropping that extends well out into the bay. He was to stay this side of it.”

      “Says you,” said Louis. “I never agreed to a rule you created out of thin air.”

      A hand went up to block any additional comments. “You both know it takes an agreement from both parties to form an enforceable contract. Did you two agree to the boundaries?”

      “No,” said Louis.

      “It’s unnecessary if the first party states their position clearly and the second party doesn’t object,” countered Janice. “He didn’t, so there was a reasonable expectation on my part that the contract was in effect.”

      Heather shook her head. “Good try, Janice, but the purpose of my instruction was to keep you safe from harm.” She pointed to the bay before them. “Look at how much water you two had to choose from.” She let the words sink in. “It’s my ruling that you’ve forfeited your fishing privileges for the rest of the day.”

      “I’d like to appeal the decision.”

      “To whom?”

      Janice’s gaze shot from side to side. “To Steve.”

      “Very well,” said Heather. “Your appeal is scheduled for one week from today.”

      “That’s ridiculous. We’ll be off the island by then.”

      “Apply for an emergency review in writing. You can file it first thing in the morning. Until then, my ruling stands.”

      Heather pointed to where Bob was focused on his cork. “He’s not having any trouble catching his supper.”

      Louis turned and walked away. Janice spun and shouted at his retreating back. “Wait. I’m not through with you. Where are you going?”

      He threw up his hands. “You fool. This isn’t a courtroom, it’s a private island in the middle of the ocean. We didn’t follow the rules they established, and now we’ll pay the price. I’m taking my gear back to the porch.”

      Matt let out a shout. “There’s the yacht.”

      Those gathered on the shore cast their gaze toward the sea that spread before them. Sure enough, the boat was heading for them.

      Bob let out a whoop as he walked backward toward the shore and pulled in another thrashing fish. He drew alongside Heather and Janice. “This one’s big enough for two meals.”

      Bella announced, “It’s a wahoo and very good to eat.”

      Janice took a quick glance at the size of the fish, turned, and ran to her pile of clothes. She then shouted at Louis. “Don’t get anywhere near where I’m fishing tomorrow or you’ll have to pull out a fishhook.”

      “Same to you.”

      Matt approached Heather and Bella as they watched Bob string his latest fish on a braided line, re-bait his hook, and walk back into the water. The reel zinged as he made another cast to a spot where the reef met the sandy-bottomed bay. Heather turned to Bella. “Take Matt down the beach and teach him to swim.”

      Matt took a step back. “Wait. That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      Heather took a step toward him. “We’re playing by island rules. Besides, it’s ridiculous that a fitness trainer doesn’t know how to swim. By the time you leave the island, I’ll expect you and Habib to swim like dolphins.”

      Bella led the way. “Come on Matt. We’ll start in water that’s not over waist deep. Any time you feel afraid, tuck your knees to your chest and find the bottom with your feet. We’ll also practice putting your face in the water.”

      Matt groaned but followed Bella like an obedient dog… a very large, muscular dog.

      Heather spoke to Bella’s back. “I may send Habib to you after Matt learns to float.” She picked up her pants and carried them while allowing her shirt and bathing suit to dry.

      The corners of her mouth pulled up as she walked along the shoreline toward the pier. Everything with the group was going as Steve predicted. Fatigue, aching muscles, and the sweltering heat and humidity had all conspired to bring the group to the point of mental and physical misery. They were verbally striking out against her and each other.

      Heather shaded her eyes against the sun as she gazed out to sea. The yacht bearing down on them carried four perceived threats to their livelihood. How would they respond? She’d soon find out.
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      Clouds temporarily blocked the sun as they scuttled across the sky, leaving dark, moving shadows on the bottom of the bay. Heather walked onto the wooden planks of the long pier and took only a few sure steps until she stood in front of Habib. “Any luck?”

      “Not yet.” His mouth formed a thin line of disappointment.

      “It’s because you moved too close to shore. Why don’t you try in deeper water?”

      “It would be over my head if I fell in, and you and Bella weren’t here to save me.”

      “That reminds me. You’ll go with Bella after the new group clears the dock of their luggage.”

      “With Bella?”

      “You’re going to learn to swim.” Heather pointed. “She’s teaching Matt now.”

      “That’s not acceptable. I refuse to get in the water.”

      Heather wondered what Steve would do. As if on cue, he came down the hill with his cane as his only guide. He wore a purple shirt with yellow flowers so bright they looked like the sun overhead. His baggy bathing suit almost matched the colors of his shirt, but not quite. A tan straw hat had the circumference of a small umbrella, with a chinstrap that kept it anchored to his head.

      She rushed to meet him and made her presence known. “Keep coming to the sound of my voice. There’s nothing to run into.”

      They met about thirty yards from the dock’s steps. “I’m glad you came. I’m having a problem with a reluctant non-swimmer. He refuses to get near the water.”

      “Habib or Matt?” asked Steve.

      “Bella’s with Matt. Habib has an unreasonable fear of water.”

      “Take me to the water’s edge near the pier. Bring him to me and we’ll both work with him.”

      It wasn’t long before Habib stood in front of Steve, who’d discarded his cane on the white sand. He began the conversation while standing in water that barely covered his toes. Habib stood in the wet sand.

      “Come stand by me, Habib, and tell me everything you know about Reggie Scott.”

      Water lapped over Habib’s feet. “Not much to tell. He’s a junior accountant.”

      “I can tell that you’re watching the water. Focus on my face. Pretend we’re in a business meeting.”

      “All right. I’m looking at you now.”

      “Good. Don’t look down. True business leaders focus on the person they’re talking to. I’m testing you to see if you have what it takes to be a leader, and Heather’s watching.”

      Heather stood beside Steve and matched his almost imperceptible step into ankle deep water. “Is Reggie a CPA?”

      “He’s a young man who does light bookkeeping and runs errands.”

      “How long have you known him?”

      Habib seemed to search for the answer in a puffy cloud passing overhead. “About a year.”

      Steve kept on the subject as he inched into the water up to his calves. “What do you think of him?”

      “To tell the truth, I have sparse interaction with him.”

      Steve held out his hand toward Habib. “Put my hand on your arm. Let’s walk and talk instead of standing here.”

      Habib did as instructed and the two took slow steps as Heather walked on the shore side of Habib. She realized what Steve was doing and followed suit by asking questions. “Tell me, Habib, what made you want to work for my father?”

      “It was the best offer I received out of graduate school.”

      Steve fired the next question at him as he slowly drifted into knee-deep water. “You must put a lot of stock in education.”

      “I’m pursuing a Ph.D.”

      Heather kept his head turned her way by asking him another question. “How long until we can call you Dr. Patel?”

      His chin rose with apparent pride. “I’m defending my dissertation this coming fall. I’ll go through ceremonies in December. My family will be very proud of me.”

      “As they should be.”

      Steve took his turn. “What would you do if you discovered someone embezzling funds from the company?”

      Heather paid particular attention to the reaction. She didn’t have to wait long. “I’d recommend his termination and turning him over to the authorities for prosecution.”

      “How much time do you believe he should serve?”

      “Whatever the maximum penalty is.”

      Steve stopped. “Habib, close your eyes as tight as you can. Have you ever wondered what it’s like to be blind?”

      “Uh… I guess everyone has, but I’ve never dwelt on it.”

      “I want you to experience my world. Heather’s going to lead you, and you’ll lead me. She’ll put her hand on your arm as the three of us keep walking.”

      They took slow steps through the warm water as she and Steve peppered him with questions. Ever so slowly, they drifted into deeper water.

      Heather was almost thigh deep. That meant Habib was in slightly deeper, and Steve had water lapping at the bottom of his bathing suit.

      Steve stopped. “Keep your eyes closed as tight as you can. Heather and I are going to squat down, and I want you to do the same.” He waited only a second and said, “Now.”

      All three bent their knees as warm water covered their chests. Steve asked. “Are your eyes still closed?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is all I see every day, and I’m in water that’s up to my chin.”

      “I’m afraid.”

      “That’s understandable, but a good leader has to face fears and overcome them. In a few seconds, I’m going to ask you to open your eyes. This is as deep as you’re going today. Tomorrow you’ll go with Bella. She won’t take you into water that’s above your waist, and you’ll practice floating and swimming. The way the water feels on your chest right now is how it would feel if you were in water up to your chin.”

      Steve waited for a tick of the clock and said, “Open your eyes.”

      Heather watched as Habib blinked and laughed. “I’m practically on the shore.”

      “Now,” said Steve, “tell us more about Reggie Scott.”

      “He could rub people the wrong way.”

      “How so?” asked Heather.

      Habib ran his hands through the water. “As previously stated, I had minimal contact with him, so my opinions are based on secondhand comments. The rumors were that Mr. Scott was the type of man who’d insult you and immediately follow it by saying he was only kidding.”

      “Does anyone come to mind when you think of someone he offended?”

      Habib continued pulling his hands through the water. “Janice Peltier came to a meeting a month ago complaining about something Mr. Scott said to her. It didn’t concern me, so I don’t know what sparked her anger. I can think of no one else.”

      Heather cast her gaze toward the dock and rose. “Habib, you’re responsible for Steve. I’ve a yacht to greet.”

      Habib asked, “What’s the name of your CFO?”

      “Malcolm Swift. You’ll like him.” She paused. “He earned his doctorate several years before I lured him away from his prior employer.”

      Habib’s pained expression didn’t match his words. “I look forward to meeting him.”

      Heather twisted the proverbial knife. “Don’t worry. He’s a very modest man who prefers we not call him Dr. Swift.” She stood and made for the pier.

      Dorcas stood at the same spot where Bella had caught the first fish of the day. Heather’s water shoes squeaked as she padded her way down the dock. “How’s the fishing?”

      “Not good. Bella made it look so easy.”

      Heather looked over the side. “Reel in your line and I’ll check your bait.”

      Dorcas did as instructed. Her eyelids widened. “How did that happen?”

      “Look down. Do you see those little fish?”

      “I’ve been watching them. There’s loads of them.”

      “They’re bait thieves. Too small to catch, but big enough to nibble until you have nothing to attract a larger fish. You need to check your bait every few minutes to make sure you’re still fishing and not wasting time.”

      “There’s more to this fishing thing than I thought.”

      Heather pointed to the end of the dock. “Reposition yourself near the end and keep trying. The yacht will soon be here. It won’t be long before you run out of time to catch your supper.”

      Dorcas picked up her gear and began walking. Heather followed behind until she reached the spot where Captain Jack had delivered his first load of cargo and passengers. The yacht seemed to grow in size as it throttled down, made a half circle in the bay, and approached the dock. Heather noticed Clyde Pugh was riding on the front of the boat and had the bowline in hand. He was wet from hat to deck shoes.

      The boat faced out to sea as Clyde threw her the rope and she secured it to a metal cleat. “You’re soaked. Did you swim part of the way?”

      “I rode on the bow of the main deck,” replied Clyde, over the gurgle of the boat’s motors. “The swells were enough to drench me with spray. It was a glorious trip.”

      Heather didn’t believe that was the full story when she caught a whiff of the man who smelled like a gym bag filled with sweaty clothes left too long in the sun.

      She tied off the bow and moved to the stern. Once secured, a backpack landed with a thud near her.

      “Sorry.” The voice came from Brent Coolidge, Heather’s head of acquisitions. “That belongs to Clyde.”

      The rest of her executive staff came from below deck and gathered in the shade of the flying bridge. Heather took charge. “Unload everything. Put the provisions in the main house first then come back for your luggage. We’ll meet up the hill on the deck, and I’ll assign you to your bungalows.”

      Brent was the first one off the boat. He was close to her age of mid-thirties, trim, and casually dressed in khaki shorts, an untucked cotton shirt, sandals, and a straw hat. “Heather, we need to talk.”

      They walked toward the shore but stopped after twenty paces. He wasn’t smiling. “Something has to be done about Clyde. The flight was like riding in the back of a garbage truck. If I’m assigned to the same bungalow as him, I’d rather sleep on the dock.”

      Heather was at a loss. She delayed the inevitable by saying, “Try to stay away from him. If that’s not possible, get upwind.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      Heather realized this was a challenge to her leadership, so she came back at Brent with force. “Replace your emotion with motion. There’s cargo and luggage to unload, and we’re on a tight schedule. Did you eat on the way here as instructed?”

      “Not everyone did. They were still recovering from the stench of the flight and the ride in the van from the airport to the pier.”

      Heather pointed to the growing stack of provisions and luggage. “Pass the word. The crew from Boston has already learned that this is a no-complaint island. I expect the same from my department heads. Steve and I will treat everyone the same.”

      The shriek from the end of the pier pierced the midday calm. Heather took off at a run, closing the distance between her and Dorcas. When she arrived, the woman was looking into deep water with a look of horror. “It jerked the rod out of my hand. I couldn’t hold on to it.”

      Heather looked into the water that she estimated to be twenty-five feet deep. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Go get me a mask and flippers.”

      “I’m so sorry. It must have been an enormous fish.”

      “Forget the problem. Focus on the solution.”

      Hurried footsteps approached. Clyde spoke as he approached. “What’s wrong?”

      Heather pointed toward the crystal-clear water. “Dorcas is a first-time angler. She allowed a fish to pull the rod and reel from her hands. I’ve sent her to the house to get me a mask and flippers.”

      “No need for that,” said Clyde. “I brought my own.”

      Clyde retrieved his backpack and jogged back to the end of the dock. Heather hadn’t noticed it before, but his backpack had black flippers dangling on the outside. He pulled off quick-dry pants and a matching hooded shirt. Wearing only a black bathing suit, he displayed a broad chest completely covered with hair so thick it looked like a rug. His back was also a mat of hair, so thick that if painted green, it would look like a lawn that needed mowing.

      It was then that Heather realized Clyde’s thick black hair grew from his forehead to his heels. The front was no different. A neatly trimmed black beard almost connected to the hair on his chest. She’d never seen him in anything but a coat and tie suitable for court, so his bearlike appearance took her aback.

      She stood with mouth agape as he pitched his mask, with snorkel attached, into the water and followed it in with fearless abandon. He rose to the surface with the mask in hand and gracefully treaded water. After emptying the water, he spat on the inside of the glass and rubbed it in with his fingers.

      Clyde was no novice to diving and knew how to keep his mask from fogging. Once he secured it, he looked at the bottom before resurfacing and giving a report. “I’ll get it and swim back to shore. It looks like she hooked a nice grouper. With any luck, I’ll get the fish along with the rod and reel.”

      He took in several deep breaths before diving. Mask and snorkel went down while flippers shot him to the bottom. Heather thought about how at home he was in the water. With the almost full covering of hair the color of coal, he resembled a seal effortlessly propelling itself. He soon surfaced with fishing gear and the catch of the day.

      Steve, Matt, and Clyde were waiting for her after Heather bid farewell to Captain Roger. Clyde held up his trophy for her to admire. “That was a blast. Amazing water.” He cast his gaze down the pier. “It looks like my suitcase and backpack are the only things left on the dock.”

      Steve put words to what Heather was thinking. “The others should have seen you were busy and carried your suitcase and backpack.”

      Heather let out a huff. “Matt, take the rod, reel, and fish to the house. When you’ve done that, change into your hill climbing clothes. It’s time my people had a lesson in teamwork.” She shifted her gaze to Clyde. “Get your luggage and go to the deck in front of the main house. I have a special assignment for you today.”
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      Matt ran ahead while Heather led Steve up the hill. Clyde went to retrieve his suitcase and backpack, which meant she and Steve could talk without fear of anyone hearing them. He broke the silence. “The tone of your voice tells me you’re not pleased with your troops.”

      “I’m not. They’re ostracizing Clyde.”

      “Can you blame them?”

      They took several steps before Heather tried to answer his question with one of her own. “What am I supposed to do? This situation has me stumped. I’ve reviewed everything I know about leadership. None of the experts addressed what to do if you have an exceedingly competent employee with atrocious hygiene.”

      “I have to admit, it’s a unique situation. As I see it, you have two problems to solve. The most immediate is what to do with your department heads and how they’re treating Clyde.”

      “I know how to handle them. A couple of trips up the hill in the heat of the day will give them a fresh perspective. With all the sweating they’ll do, they may not smell much better than Clyde.”

      “That won’t fix the underlying cause of Clyde’s problem. Have you ever wondered what causes body odor?”

      Frustration settled into Heather. “I must have missed that lecture in law school. It’s going to take a miracle. Do you have an extra one in your pocket?”

      “Sorry. I’m fresh out of miracles.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” She walked on. “The best I can do is keep Clyde separated from the group like I do at the office.” She gave Steve a sideways glance. “You’re the one with the vivid imagination. Surely you can come up with a solution.”

      “Me?” said Steve. “When did this become my problem?”

      “You’re the lead detective, and you have time to think.” She couldn’t help but smile. “Look on the bright side. You wanted to keep all the suspects from thinking we were trying to find a thief and possibly a killer. Clyde’s custom made for distracting them.”

      They arrived at the ultra-modern home and climbed the steps to the deck. Heather placed Steve to one side and wasted no time in addressing her employees. “This week is about team building. We’re expecting you to take part in all scheduled events without complaining. You’ll soon learn that controlling your tongues may be the hardest thing you’ll do all week.”

      Heather stared into the eyes of the employees before continuing. “The first words spoken to me when you arrived were complaints about Clyde.”

      Brent took a half-step forward. “You’d complain, too, if you had to spend hours with him on an airplane.”

      Heather straightened her spine. “Did you wear the masks I provided?”

      “What masks?”

      “The paper masks. They were available if you’d taken the time to look for a solution instead of stewing in the problem.”

      Louise King, Heather’s head of IT raised her hand. “They were on each seat. Mine smelled like perfume. It was a pleasant flight as long as I kept the mask on.”

      “I can’t stand to wear a mask,” said Brent in a loud whisper.

      “Let’s move on,” said Heather. “Clyde told me he rode on the bow of the yacht all the way to the island. He did that to make the trip more pleasant for you. He showered with salt water the entire way.”

      Brent wasn’t through complaining. “That was after we had to endure the stench in the van from the airport.”

      “You survived,” said Heather. “How long was the trip in the van?”

      “About ten minutes,” said Malcolm Swift, Heather’s CFO. “The open windows helped.”

      “Easy for you to say,” said Brent. “I had to sit next to him.”

      Heather ignored the last complaint. “I want to address your actions on the dock. None of you but Clyde responded to the scream from Dorcas. She was trying to catch your supper. Unlike the rest of you, Clyde made a quick assessment, took action, and solved the problem. You didn’t even lift a hand to help carry his luggage while he swam to shore.”

      “By the way,” said Steve. “You’ll be expected to catch your own fish after today.”

      Heather nodded. “It will be the only meat on the menu.” Heather cast another searching gaze. “You’re off to a poor start. You’ll have ten minutes to study a map of the island, change into hiking clothes, and be back here. As a way of helping you remember the purpose of coming to Christmas Cay, Matt, my personal trainer, will lead you up a jungle trail to the top of the hill behind me.”

      Steve added, “A water bottle with your name on it will be waiting for you. Don’t forget it.”

      “What about Clyde?” asked Brent.

      Heather tilted her head. “That’s progress. At least you’re not ignoring him.” She gulped a breath. “Don’t worry about Clyde. He’ll be catching your supper.”

      She stepped to a table and moved a rock that anchored a map. “Ten minutes to memorize the map, deliver your luggage, change, and be back here. The time starts now.”

      Clyde arrived as everyone was leaving. He’d put on his long-sleeve shirt to cover what looked like a blanket of fur. His gaze shifted to the scattering of people. “Do I follow them?”

      “Heather has something better for you,” said Steve. “How would you like to spend the afternoon fishing?”

      Heather affirmed Steve’s question with a nod. “We need enough fish to feed everyone from Texas and our chef.”

      “I’m all in.”

      “Speargun or rod and reel?” asked Heather.

      “Speargun. I doubt it will take all afternoon.”

      “Take your time and enjoy the water. The kitchen has a walk-in freezer and two commercial refrigerators. If you catch more than we can eat in a single day, they won’t go to waste.”

      Heather watched as Clyde left his luggage on the deck, grabbed his snorkeling gear, and selected a speargun. He skipped down the steps and whistled an upbeat tune as he descended the hill.

      Heather noticed Steve’s pinched eyebrows. “What’s on your mind?” she asked.

      “What causes body odor?”

      “I assume it’s from not bathing.”

      He paused. “Did you notice a strong odor coming from him?”

      “Not much, if any.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “Was he wearing the same shirt he wore on the boat?”

      “No. It looks like a quick-dry fishing shirt like Bella wears.”

      “We were both downwind from him, and it wasn’t bad at all. I wonder… He hasn’t been out of the water long. Perhaps bathing in salt water is the solution we’re looking for.”

      “Perhaps,” said Heather, even though she had her doubts.

      Steve seemed to put the problem aside and said, “I think we’ve created enough distractions. Let’s focus on your father’s department heads.”

      “Who do you want to talk to this afternoon?”

      “Let’s start with Bob Brown. He seems a little too easygoing.” Steve jerked his head up. “I just thought of something. We haven’t been able to extract much information from Dorcas. You have her in a vulnerable spot because she lost the rod and reel.”

      “Not that vulnerable. Clyde came to her rescue.”

      “More than you think. She’s a perfectionist. Let’s speak to her first and see if she’ll tell us some inside information about Bob.”

      Heather looked at her watch. “The group from Boston will be here in a few minutes for lunch. We can speak to Dorcas while the rest of Father’s staff are eating.”

      It wasn’t long before Janice led the pack up the hill. She arrived with a question. “Who’s the winner of the hairy-man contest?”

      Heather gave her a straight answer. “That’s Clyde Pugh, attorney at law. He’s the acting department head while my lead attorney is having her baby.”

      “He looks like a cross between a black bear and a Chia pet.”

      “Don’t let that fool you. He has the best legal mind of anyone I’ve ever met.”

      Janice looked toward the bay where Clyde was preparing to enter the water. “He reminds me of a rugby player I dated in college. I thought the pelt was sexy, but I couldn’t stand the way he smelled.” Her head wagged from side to side. “Poor guy. He showered twice a day, but it wasn’t enough. When the summer heat arrived, I had to let him go.”

      “That’s interesting,” said Steve.

      All but one of the Bostonians arrived with meager offerings of fish. Bob Brown was the exception. He proudly displayed six keepers. Habib asked him, “What are your plans for the excess fish?”

      Heather broke into the conversation. “He can do whatever he wants. Catching more than he needs gives him options.”

      “Like what?” asked Bob.

      “If he doesn’t want to miss any of the required sessions and accumulate more points, he can keep them for himself. Or, he can trade them for favors.”

      Janice cast a piercing stare at Louis. “It’s your fault we had our spearguns taken from us. Now, I’ll have to give up points in order to eat.”

      Louis placed hands on hips, looking as if he was winding up for a comeback when Bob broke in. “I might make a deal on an extra fish or two.”

      “What kind of scam are you trying to run?” asked Janice.

      “No scam, and I prefer to conduct negotiations in private.” He then looked at Heather. “Do we have to clean our own fish?”

      “Unless you surrender ownership.”

      Habib groaned.

      A conniving smile parted Bob’s lips. “It seems I’m the only person from Boston who knows how to clean fish.”

      “I can,” said Habib. “I had to do it once a long time ago.”

      Bob issued a scoffing laugh. “But first you have to catch the fish. How do you expect to catch anything if you won’t walk out on the pier and look over? That hairy lawyer might or might not catch anything. I’m a proven producer.”

      Habib’s next words showed he was ready to trade. “I may not catch any fish this week, but I’m willing to clean them. I want to hear what you want for two of the fish you caught.”

      Bob rubbed his chin. “Let’s talk.”

      Habib turned to face the group. “Bob’s not the only one who can make a deal. I’ll clean anyone’s fish for a portion of the catch.”

      Bob’s clenched fist signaled he wasn’t pleased to have competition.

      Heather broke into the multiple voices that rose. “Negotiate on your own time. Take your fish to Pearl and sit at the table. Your lunch is waiting for you.”

      “What are we doing after lunch?” asked Janice.

      Steve answered with a single word. “Brainwork.”

      Heather followed his obtuse response with, “You have forty minutes to eat, clean your fish if you caught any, wash dishes, and leave the kitchen and dining room spotless. If you work together, it’s plenty of time.”

      The group didn’t need to be told twice. Heather and Steve stood some distance away and whispered. “They’re inhaling their meal,” said Heather. “Next time, we may have to reduce the time we give them to eat.”

      “You’re assuming they’ll work together. I’m betting fatigue and petty grudges will rear their ugly heads.”

      Empty dishes were being carried to the kitchen when the team from Texas arrived on the patio, two minutes late. Water bottles and a look of disappointment awaited them.

      Heather cast her gaze to Matt. “Three trips to the top at a quick pace. The first is to get them used to the jungle and to give them a view they’ll never forget. The second is to help them remember this is a no-complaint island.” She took a breath. “Have them refill their water bottles before they make the third up the hill. That one is to remind them this is a team building trip. When they return, I’ll help you confiscate all electronic devices.”

      Heather’s head of technology, Louise King, gasped. “Everything?”

      Steve answered with, “Heather says we made quite a haul from the Boston group. It wouldn’t be fair if she treated you differently.”

      Brent Coolidge raised his hand. “If this is supposed to be team building, why isn’t Clyde going up the hill with us?”

      Louise let fly with a quick response. “Would you please stuff a sock in your mouth?”

      Heather had to bite the inside of her mouth to stifle the laugh that almost escaped. Louise had figured out that the jungle path in the heat of the day would be like hiking in the boiler room of a steamship. Clyde’s problem would raise the misery level to unbearable if he went with them.

      Matt’s voice boomed. “Follow me! The view from the top is worth the effort.” The porch cleared and Heather checked on the progress being made in the kitchen. Steve’s prediction of disharmony proved correct as Janice’s shrill voice blasted into the living room. “How are we supposed to clean the kitchen when you’re smearing fish guts and scales all over the counter?”

      The door swung open so fast it rebounded off the wall and flew back into Dorcas. She stopped it with outstretched hands before it did any physical damage. Tears poured from red, puffy eyes. Her fight for words resulted in short bursts of frustration. “I… can’t take… any more… from these people.”

      Janice followed Dorcas into the dining room. “Dorcas, get a grip on your emotions.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      The attorney’s voice held not a drop of sympathy. “I can’t imagine why, but you are in charge of cleaning after meals. That idiot, Bob Brown, is trying to sell fish instead of helping us clean. If we don’t up our game, all of us can say goodbye to our jobs. That includes you.”

      Panic came across Dorcas’s face. Louis appeared in the doorway. “Janice is right. We all know you’re here to spy on us and give reports to Mr. McBlythe. You’re not the only one who’ll be submitting a report. Mine won’t be flattering if you don’t buck up and do your job.”

      “You wouldn’t dare say anything bad about me.”

      Janice laughed. “Dorcas, how can you be so naïve? Everyone knows Louis climbed over the backs of more qualified people to get his job.”

      Louis didn’t deny it.

      Steve leaned into Heather and whispered. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Send everyone up the hill but Dorcas.”
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      Dorcas pushed on the door leading into the kitchen with both hands. She’d dropped the timid persona and replaced it with pinched lips and a firm voice. “Bob, you’ll cease selling or trading fish while you’re in the kitchen. Is that clear?”

      “Who elected you queen of the kitchen?”

      The rebellion didn’t last long when Heather entered and said, “You did, along with the others.” Heather glanced at her watch. “In five minutes, you’ll cost your team another trip up the hill to go along with the one you’re already responsible for.”

      “There’s no way I’ll finish with these fish and have my area of the kitchen clean in five minutes.”

      Janice Peltier moved into Bob’s personal space and let loose with a verbal broadside. “You idiot. Are you so far in debt that you have to supplement your income with part time work as a fishmonger?” Her eyebrows drew closer together. “It wouldn’t surprise me if you’re the one selling company secrets.”

      Bob stared back. “That sounds like a guilty dog barking.”

      The sharp-tongued attorney had to get in the last word. “Putting two girls through Brown University while keeping a mistress must put a strain on the old budget.” She sucked in a quick breath. “I never heard how much you paid for the yacht, but it had to be in the millions. And those trips to the Bahamas must set you back a pretty penny for gas alone.”

      “At least I’m not trying to become the next Mrs. Allister McBlythe.”

      The words stunned everyone in the room. Bob looked at the wide eyes and open mouths of those gathered. “Don’t look so surprised. Haven’t you noticed Janice making frequent trips to Mr. McBlythe’s office? She’s trying to set herself up for when he retires.”

      Janice found the hole in his argument. “First, Louis accuses me of selling company secrets. Now you say I’m maneuvering to marry my employer. Do you need to have a moment so you can come up with another unsubstantiated accusation?” Sarcasm dripped from her words. “I’ll give you credit for trying to deflect guilt. Too bad you’re such a poor liar. That twitching left eye gives you away every time.”

      Bob took a cleaver and whacked off the head of a fish. Heather took it to mean he’d had all of Janice that he could stand and actions could soon replace words. Janice may have spoken the last word, but Bob’s display had a more profound effect.

      In a firm voice devoid of emotion, Dorcas said, “I can only imagine what Mr. McBlythe would say if he were here. Everyone pitch in and get this mess cleaned!”

      Heather cast her gaze at each of the now silent executives. “It’s a good thing you still have on your bathing suits. When you’re finished here, all you’ll need to get from your bungalows is your hiking shoes. Make sure you fill your water bottles. One trip up the hill followed by a swim to help you cool off should help you remember to stay on task.”

      Steve broke in. “We’ll start the afternoon session later than Heather planned. It will be all mental work, nothing physical. Best of all, it will take place in the living room where it’s nice and cool.”

      “I hope you all can complete your cleanup task now. I’d rather not assign you another trip up the hill on such a hot day.”

      The threat shifted the group into action, even though furtive glances passed between the executives. Heather wondered how many secrets lay underneath the surface of each of them. She moved to the doorway where Steve waited. “Did you hear everything?”

      Instead of giving her a simple yes or no, he said, “Make sure you tell Dorcas she doesn’t have to climb the hill.”

      They moved into the living room while the crew finished in the kitchen then jogged to their bungalows to change shoes for their hike. Dorcas had little to say as she watched the Bostonians disappear around the corner of the home and onto the trail.

      “They’re upward bound,” said Heather. It was Steve’s cue to extract what he could from Dorcas.

      “That was an interesting conversation between Janice and Bob,” said Steve in an even voice. “Do you know what I learned from listening to them?”

      Dorcas turned from the patio doors and sat on the couch. “That they suspect each other of doing terrible things?”

      “That goes without saying. What’s of more importance is how much you’ve disappointed Heather and me.”

      “Me? What did I do?”

      “You already knew about Bob’s financial troubles, yet you failed to tell us.”

      “I don’t work for you.”

      Heather took her turn. “While we appreciate your loyalty to my father, you know that Steve and I are private investigators. You also know that my father wants us to find out who’s been stealing secrets from his company. I spoke with him this morning, and he told me to tell you that he expects full disclosure and that he’s not happy about your reluctance to tell us what you know. Also, your reports lack details.”

      She was not normally a woman who relied on lies to get someone to reveal what they knew, but in this instance, stretching the truth about having spoken with her father seemed necessary.

      Steve piled on. “Would you like for Heather to call Mr. McBlythe and have him instruct you to divulge all you know or suspect?”

      It was a bluff. Hopefully it would be enough to crack a tough nut. Near panic filled Dorcas’s words. “No! Ask me anything.”

      Steve put steel in his voice. “You’re to give us details about each executive that’s here from Boston. We’re going to give you names one at a time, and you’re going to tell us what you know. That includes rumors, gossip, and things you believe are outright lies.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Don’t think about holding anything back from us. We’re both highly skilled in spotting deception and evasion.”

      Heather softened her tone. “My father depends on you. He wouldn’t have you as his personal assistant if he didn’t trust you. Now, tell us about Bob Brown.”

      Dorcas sat up straight with feet flat on the floor, a sign she wasn’t trying to deceive. “Everything Janice said about Bob rings true. I don’t know all the details of his current romantic interest, but he appears to be going through a serious mid-life crisis. Bob is a likable man who’s been a dynamic employee in the past.”

      Steve asked, “What about his financial situation?”

      “Rumors are that he’ll be all right when he sells the yacht and rids himself of the woman.”

      “Ah,” said Steve. “Tell us about her.”

      “She won’t last.” The words came out with certainty. “His daughters know about her and have given Bob a deadline to end the relationship. Both girls are smart and cunning. They know how to play the game of protecting their parents from permanent harm.”

      “It may be too late if Bob’s selling company secrets,” said Heather.

      Dorcas shook her head. “He’s impulsive and may have sold secrets, but he’s not stupid enough to stay with a gold-digger. The rumor going around is that she already has her sights on an investment banker. It’s only a matter of time before she moves on. When that happens, he’ll sell the yacht.”

      Heather took her turn. “Are there any new rumors of secrets being stolen?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Steve wasn’t ready to move on. “Are you saying you’re not sure Bob sold company secrets?”

      Dorcas took more time than necessary to answer, and when she did, it wasn’t a definitive response. “Bob had an exemplary record with the company until he became entangled with that woman.”

      “So, you believe it’s possible he stole from the company.”

      “I guess anything is possible.”

      Steve remained quiet, which was Heather’s cue to move on. “Tell us about Janice Peltier.”

      “I don’t trust her,” said Dorcas as she crossed her arms.

      “Why not?”

      “She has a serpent’s tongue. You saw how she attacked Bob in the kitchen.”

      Heather saw the verbal attack from a different perspective. “It sounded to me like she was in a pre-trial conference. There’s nothing unusual about staking out a position and vehemently defending it.”

      “She takes it too far. She has a temper that’s hard to control.”

      Steve asked, “Have you ever heard of Janice becoming physically violent?”

      “I’ve seen her provoke others to violence.”

      “That’s not the same,” said Heather. “Attorneys sometimes do that on purpose.”

      “It’s not right,” said Dorcas. “It disrupts the harmony of the company and upsets your father.”

      Steve asked, “What about Janice’s loyalty to the company?”

      Dorcas sniffed. “She’s like all the other attorneys. She’ll move on if someone offers her more money.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “It’s their culture. You wouldn’t believe how many lawyers I’ve seen come and go over the years. I’m shocked Janice hasn’t set up her own practice. That’s what most of them do.”

      Steve folded his hands in his lap. “That seems to bother you.”

      Dorcas didn’t respond, so Heather asked a direct question. “You don’t like Janice, do you?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think she’s an asset or a liability to my father’s company?”

      “That’s not my call to make.”

      Steve attacked the question from a different angle. “Do you believe Heather should seriously consider Janice as lead attorney when Mr. McBlythe retires and the two companies merge?”

      Heather didn’t see a significant reaction, which came as no surprise. Dorcas uncrossed her arms and her shoulders dropped a quarter of an inch. “I have no opinion on that.”

      To Heather’s amazement, Steve moved on. She would need to quiz him about it later. “What about Habib Patel? Any secrets or skeletons in his closet?”

      Dorcas looked up and to the left, as if she was looking for an answer on the spinning ceiling fan. “Habib is a very smart man. What he lacks is awareness of what’s going on around him.”

      Steve asked, “Is he something like an absent-minded academic?”

      “Not exactly. More like an uncaring machine. He wants to maximize profits, regardless of the consequences to others. I think it’s a cultural thing.” Dorcas closed her lips, looking as if she thought her brief explanation was sufficient.

      Heather had to probe deeper. “We’d like to hear you expound on what you said. What do you mean by a cultural thing?”

      “You know, the entire caste system of his home country influences his every action. He’s expected to excel in business, and the pressure on him is tremendous. Both sets of parents arranged his marriage. His parents and his in-laws share the home with him and his wife. To hear him talk, he’s expected to keep advancing until he takes over the company and makes it more profitable than it’s ever been.”

      Steve ran a hand down his face. “That’s a lot of pressure.”

      “I’m sure it is. I don’t think he cares if he gets a doctorate degree, but he’d never hear the end of it if he didn’t. Mr. Patel doesn’t sound nearly as impressive as Dr. Patel.”

      “Is he loyal to the company?”

      “So far, but I can tell Heather is an unwelcome intrusion into his plans.”

      Heather lifted her chin. “And what would those plans be?”

      “To continue to work as Mr. McBlythe’s CFO and hope to take over if the opportunity presents itself.”

      Steve cut in. “I wouldn’t think Habib has the money it would take to buy his way to the top.”

      “He doesn’t. At least not yet, but don’t underestimate him. He’s very smart, thrifty, and cunning. He keeps close tabs on your father’s investments and mirrors those purchases and sales.”

      Heather couldn’t help but ask, “Do you think he’d take a shortcut and sell inside information?”

      Dorcas lifted her shoulders and allowed them to fall. “Like I said, anything’s possible, and he knows everything there is to know about the financial side of the business.”

      Steve resettled in his chair. “That leaves us with Louis Crane, the department head over all things related to technology. What can you tell us about Louis?”

      “He’s odd,” said Dorcas. “But that may be because he spent his formative years in a basement with the computers he built. I hear he can hack into almost any system and not leave a trace.”

      The implications were clear to Heather. Louis Crane could sell company secrets anytime he wanted to. The IT guru moved up on her list of suspects. It also occurred to her that everyone from Boston had a motive for stealing. She and Steve would need time alone to sort through the newly gained information.

      Steve thanked Dorcas for her time and told her to rest in her bungalow. The patio door closed and Steve stood. His penchant for going off-script picked this moment to bubble to the surface. “We’ve already done this a time or two, and we’re seeing results from it. I want us to continue doing it.”

      Heather’s response skipped a beat. “I… I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

      “We’ve been changing the rules as we go. Harsh punishments followed by announcements of mercy is one. Assigning Clyde to provide fish for the team from Texas by himself when the plan was for everyone to catch their own.” A conspirator’s smile came to his lips. “You made up rules on the fly when Bob was hawking his fish instead of cleaning.”

      “I still don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

      “We’re keeping them guessing as to what we’ll change next. It’s keeping them distracted, and it’s producing information.” He took a breath. “I’m going to my room to do a little research.”

      “Research on what?”

      “Something that’s affecting everyone.”
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      Heather moved the lawn chair to a spot on the deck shaded by the fronds of a tall palm tree. If it weren’t for nature’s umbrella and the constant breeze, she’d be sitting in the walk-in refrigerator to cool off. She realized she’d forgotten about Clyde Pugh and his assignment to provide fish for everyone on the island. Her gaze slid to the dock as his head bobbed to the surface.

      Her eyelids came together for a long second. The peace and beauty of the private island overwhelmed her. It was as if the chair had a magnet in it that wouldn’t allow her to rise and check on the lone fisherman. Oh well, a few more minutes of solitude wouldn’t hurt anything. Her chin bounced off her chest twice before she surrendered to the island.

      It surprised her when voices drifted toward her from a gaggle of people coming down the hill.

      “It must be nice to take a midday nap,” said attorney Janice Peltier.

      Heather came back with, “If your team had completed their work in the kitchen on time, you could do the same thing. A nap was on the schedule before you failed your—”

      “Don’t remind us,” said Habib.

      Heather inspected the group as they approached the porch in a sloppy single-file line. Sweat dripped from noses and chins.

      “Janice, hold up a minute,” said Heather. “Go check on Clyde Pugh. Tell him to bring whatever fish he caught to the kitchen.”

      She looked toward the bay. “I don’t see him. Do you know where he is?”

      “Look under the dock. That’s where I’d be fishing in the midday sun.”

      The rest of the sweaty group passed by on their way to take a dip. Heather spoke loud enough for all to hear. “Everyone but Janice hold up. I have your next instructions.”

      A groan rose that Heather ignored. “After you rinse off in the bay, go to your bungalows, shower, and put on clean clothes. Bring all your dirty clothes here to be washed. You’ll be in the shade the rest of the afternoon.”

      “Thank goodness,” said Louis Crane.

      Janice had separated herself from the group and was most of the way down the hill by the time the rest left the yard. Heather wondered if they would relay her last instructions to the feisty attorney. This would be a test of thinking as a team.

      The group barely took the time to take off their hiking shoes before wading into the bay. All but one walked until the water was up to their chins. Habib’s introduction to the water had taken away at least some of his fear as he ventured into waist-deep water and squatted.

      Janice walked down the pier, looking over the side. She was almost to the end when she launched herself into the water. She and Clyde surfaced together and swam to shore. Both looked at home in the water.

      They arrived at the deck with wet hair, struggling under the weight of two stringers of fish. Heather greeted them with, “Well done, Clyde. You exceeded my expectations. That’s enough to last most of the week.”

      “I could have speared a lot more.”

      Janice said, “We need to get them cleaned. Do you mind if I help Clyde? I’m pretty good with a fillet knife.”

      Heather nodded her permission. “You’re earning extra points. That’s the teamwork we’re looking for. For the afternoon session, we’re dividing everyone into two-person teams. You two are partners.”

      Clyde scratched his well-trimmed beard. “You must be arranging teams according to areas of specialization.”

      “Of course,” said Janice. “That means the CFOs and the heads of IT will be on the same teams.”

      “Don’t forget the acquisition directors,” said Clyde.

      Heather ignored their suppositions and looked at her watch. “With all those fish to clean, you may not have time to shower before we start our afternoon session.”

      Janice threw back her shoulders. “Follow me, Clyde. Let’s show her what we can do.”

      Clyde didn’t hesitate. “Lead the way. I’ll sharpen the fillet knives while you get out the cutting boards.”

      They ran up the steps with the bounty from the sea and disappeared inside.

      Steve spoke a word of greeting as they passed. “It smells like fresh fish.”

      “No time to talk,” said Janice. “We have work to do.”

      Heather told him to follow her outside. Once there, he said, “It seems the two lawyers are negotiating a partnership.”

      “I’m not so sure,” said Heather. “Partnerships can be tenuous. Most don’t last long and end with bruised feelings.”

      “True, but those that last are very special.”

      “Not this one. If Clyde could stay in the water, I’d say the chances would increase. Unfortunately, he’s not a merman and Janice isn’t a mermaid. His problem will become clear in no time.”

      “You’re probably right,” said Steve.

      Heather turned her head like a confused kitten. It wasn’t like Steve to surrender a position once he’d staked out his ground. She determined he had something up his sleeve other than his arm.

      Matt returned from the trips up and down the hill with Heather’s crew from Houston. All were wringing wet with sweat, but the personal trainer looked as if he could go again. The other three, Brent Coolidge, Malcolm Swift, and Louise King, looked like the leftovers from a plate of buttered spaghetti.

      Heather spoke to them over the patio rail. “I was going to tell you to take a dip in the bay, but we’re running behind schedule. Cool off under a cold shower, put on clean clothes, and return here in twenty minutes.”

      The group trudged to their bungalows. Steve leaned into her and asked, “Are they all right?”

      “They’ll survive. I’m interested to see who gets along with their counterparts in this afternoon’s session.”

      “Can you give me Clyde, Janice, and Matt? I’ve come up with a special assignment for the two attorneys.”

      Heather tilted her head again. “You’re up to something sneaky. What is it?”

      “I’m solving a problem that will hopefully buy us some goodwill.” He hesitated. “For this to work, I’ll need all three of them.”

      “Take whoever you need except Habib. I’m hoping deducting points from him will be enough to cure his fear of the water and learning to swim.”

      “What about his partner, Malcolm Swift?”

      “Malcolm will work on his own and earn points. I believe that should be enough to motivate Habib to overcome his fears.”

      Steve spoke in a dead-pan voice. “It seems I’m not the only sneaky person on the island.”

      Heather shrugged, even though she wasted the gesture on Steve. “Whatever it takes to help us find the person stealing from my father.”

      Steve settled in a lawn chair and took on a sphinx-like appearance. This was his posture for serious thinking, and she knew not to disturb him unless it was an emergency. She wondered if he heard Clyde and Janice as they rushed past him. Heather caught a whiff of body odor as Clyde passed. It wasn’t intense, but she was glad he was heading toward the men’s bungalow and a shower.

      One by one, the members of both groups arrived back in the main house while Steve remained on the porch, lost in thought. Clouds had rolled in. The wind shifted to a northwesterly breeze, taking a good portion of the humidity with it. Heather checked a thermometer. It had fallen ten degrees in the last hour. What had been a hot, sticky day morphed into pleasurable comfort.

      Once everyone was present and accounted for, Heather stood with her back to the patio. “Your attention, please. I’m going to divide you into two-person teams. Each team will receive a problem specific to your area of expertise. The first team is Janice and Clyde, our two attorneys. Steve has your assignment.”

      Brent Coolidge chuckled as he spoke under his breath, “Be sure to sit downwind.”

      Clyde ignored the comment. The group from Boston appeared confused by the inside joke.

      Heather shot Brent a look that conveyed displeasure, but kept talking. “Clyde and Janice, you may leave now with Steve.”

      Heather waited until they descended the steps of the patio before she turned her attention back to the group. “The next pair is Louis Crane and Louise King. Your problem to solve will deal with information technology. I’ll tell you what it is in a few minutes.”

      She shifted her gaze. “Bob Brown and Brent Coolidge will be solving a problem dealing with acquisitions.”

      The team members traded glances with each other, as if they wanted to size up the competition. Heather’s gaze drifted over each person as she gave more details. “What I’m about to tell you will apply to every group. You must develop a multi-faceted solution to the problem that addresses all contingencies, variables, and unforeseen circumstances.”

      “That’s impossible,” said Bob.

      Heather shrugged. “I suggest you start with a positive attitude and do the best you can.”

      Habib asked, “May I work alone? That will allow me to develop an efficient plan.”

      Malcolm spoke up. “Hold on there. Who says this will be your plan?”

      Heather held up her hand as a stop sign. “Both team members must be in full agreement with every aspect of the plan you submit.” She turned her gaze to Habib. “Mr. Patel. Due to your hesitancy in learning to swim, you’ll forfeit points earned until you’re able to swim twenty yards. Bella will work with you until you pass this simple test.”

      A combination of fear and anger fueled Habib’s accent-heavy response. “This is not right. You should judge me on my skill as the chief financial officer, not by an arbitrary display of physical ability.”

      Heather expected an objection and had a ready answer. “What good is awarding a top job to someone who poses the risk of a premature death? Every time you drive or fly, you pass near or over water, not to mention the number of times you walk near a lake or a pier. Learning to swim solves needless tragedies. Your reticence to learn makes me wonder about your competence to lead.”

      The muscles in Habib’s jaw flexed as he rose and looked at Bella. “Shall I meet Bella at the shore?”

      Bella entered the room from the direction of the kitchen, wearing a quick-dry shirt over her bathing suit. “I’ll be in the water waiting for you.”

      Habib spoke as he followed her to the patio. “It will take me only thirty minutes to learn to swim.”

      Malcolm showed he wasn’t above goading the other CFO. “I’ll have my plan finished by the time you learn to float.” He smiled a toothy grin. “Whatever you do, don’t think about sharks.”

      Habib stopped in his tracks. “Your attempt at psychology has fallen upon deaf ears. Many have thought they could get the better of me, and all failed. I always succeed… no matter what it takes.”

      As Heather saw it, both CFOs had scored points, but she received the most benefit from the exchange. Habib had revealed his desire to win at all costs. It remained to be seen if that included theft of secrets or homicide.

      She shifted her attention back to Louis Crane and Louise King. “Your assignment is simple. Develop a firewall that will ensure no one can hack into my father’s company.”

      “Is that all?” asked Louis.

      “That’s a foolish question,” said Louise. “With enough supercomputers, I can hack anything.”

      Louis stuck out his chin. “If the assignment is too complex for you, I’ll do it.”

      Louise snorted a breath from her nose. “You look like the type who’d leave a back door open so you could always have access. Hackers like you are in basements all over the world. Real IT experts know how to lock doors that won’t open.”

      The statement must have struck very close to home as Louis’s eyes shifted left to right and back again. Heather thought back to what Dorcas had said about Louis’s ability to gain access to all her father’s data.

      The confident voice of Malcolm Swift, the Houston CFO, took her thoughts away from the two computer experts. “What’s my challenge?”

      Heather refocused. “The problem is for you and Habib to solve together. You may proceed on your own until Habib proves he can swim.”

      “That could take the rest of the week.”

      “I don’t think so. Habib now has ample motivation to prove himself capable of overcoming a serious fear.”

      Malcolm shrugged like he didn’t care. “Let’s hear the problem.”

      Heather had a seat and leaned forward. “You’ve examined the books and have found a minor discrepancy.”

      “How minor?”

      “Three hundred dollars is missing from petty cash. When confronted, each person with access denies their involvement, but they all implicate each other. Write a detailed plan of how you’ll find the thief, what you recommend as punishment, and how you’d ensure it wouldn’t happen again.”

      Malcolm smiled. “This won’t take me long to finish.”

      “Bob and Brent, let’s go into the dining room. I’ll explain your assignment.”

      Heather left the acquisition directors to begin their work and went out on the deck, casting her gaze to the beach. Habib’s arms flailed while Bella held him up in waist-deep water.

      Thoughts turned to Steve. She wondered what problem he’d given Janice and Clyde to solve.
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      Steve removed his hand from Janice’s arm as they stopped outside the men’s bungalow. Habib rushed by without a word.

      “What’s the rush?” asked Janice.

      Habib gave no response.

      Steve filled her in. “He can’t begin working on the problem Heather gave him and the other CFO until he learns to swim.”

      Janice let out a scoffing laugh. “That’s brilliant. He may be the most obsessive-compulsive person I’ve ever met. The fear of failure will outweigh his fear of the water. I predict he’ll be swimming in an hour.”

      “Thirty minutes,” said Steve. It was then he caught the first whiff of Clyde’s body odor. It was faint, but losing his sight had heightened his other senses.

      The sound of Clyde shifting from foot to foot preceded his question. “Are we going inside?”

      Steve asked, “Is there seating for the four of us? I’ve asked Matt to join us also.”

      “There’s a living area overlooking the bay.”

      “Lead the way. I have a lot to say, and we might as well make ourselves comfortable.”

      Janice took his hand and put it on her arm. “This is the same set-up as the women’s bungalow. Three bedrooms with two queen beds in each and private bathrooms. There’s a dynamite living room with a sectional couch and two chairs, not to mention a killer view of the bay. If you want something cold to drink, there’s a kitchenette.”

      Steve swept his cane in front of him across the tile floor. He tapped something and asked. “Is this a chair or the couch?”

      “A rocking recliner,” said Matt.

      “Perfect.”

      The sound of people sitting preceded Janice saying, “I’m looking forward to hearing about the problem Clyde and I are supposed to solve.”

      Habib’s footfalls rushed toward the front door that slammed behind him.

      Steve cleared his throat. “I hope you’ll keep an open mind when you hear what your assignment is.”

      “That’s an intriguing thing to say,” said Clyde.

      “Let’s hope you’re still intrigued when you find out what it is.” He took a deep breath. “As you already know, I haven’t always been blind. I lost my sight and my wife on the same night in Houston.”

      Clyde spoke up. “The punishment those street thugs received didn’t fit the crime. It was a miscarriage of justice.”

      Steve spoke over Clyde’s attempt to expound. “As a result, I had to learn to depend on others to help me. It was a steep learning curve, and change wasn’t easy. I resented people helping me until I came to my senses and realized they were doing it for my good.”

      Janice proved her agile mind by saying, “You’re nibbling around the edges. What are you trying to say?”

      Steve lifted his chin. “Clyde has a problem that I want to address, and hopefully, find a solution to.”

      Clyde sprang to his feet. “If this is what I think it is, don’t go there, Mr. Smiley.”

      Janice unleashed a demand. “Sit down and let him talk.”

      Steve wondered if both Clyde and Janice had reverted to their training as attorneys and imagined themselves in court. If so, he’d start by playing the role of an expert witness.

      Steve continued, “Today, we are going to address the elephant in the room. Heather’s father put me in contact with a leading dermatologist in Boston. What he told me was most illuminating.”

      Janice said, “I’ve always wondered what caused my college boyfriend’s body odor.”

      “I don’t want this discussed. It’s my problem to bear,” said Clyde.

      “Overruled,” said Janice, who’d switched to play the part of a judge.

      Steve spoke as if he were teaching a class. “Did you know there are two types of sweat glands? The first is called eccrine glands. They release sweat directly onto the skin’s surface. The second is apocrine glands. They release sweat into hair follicles. This sweat mixes with bacteria, travels upward to the skin, and becomes entangled in more hair and bacteria. It’s the leading cause of body odor.”

      “Fascinating,” said Janice.

      “Not to me,” said Clyde in a softer tone. “You don’t know how embarrassing it is to smell like a mule. I live close to the office so I can go home for lunch. I shower and change clothes twice a day. It doesn’t last.”

      A hint of optimism seasoned Janice’s words. “What else did the doctor say? Is there an effective treatment?”

      “It’s a trial-and-error approach, but he recommended shaving.”

      “How much?” asked Clyde with a squeak in his voice.

      “Everything and everywhere. The more the better.”

      Matt broke into the conversation. “You have a well-shaped beard. Did you bring a trimmer?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      Janice spoke up. “I always wondered what Miguel looked like under all that hair.”

      “Who’s Miguel?” asked Clyde.

      “My old rugby-playing boyfriend. You and Miguel could have been brothers. He smelled like a goat, too.”

      Clyde released a huff of air that sounded like defeat. “If you’re intent on humiliating me, don’t let me stop your fun.”

      “Buck up, counselor,” said Janice. “I used to have breath that could stop a charging elephant. Having enough money to afford regular dental care changed my life. Advanced gingivitis took a while to cure, but now people don’t mind having a conversation with me.”

      Steve took over. “Once you remove the hair, doctors recommend regular showers with an antibacterial soap. Bacteria and sweat from hair follicles are like thousands of petri dishes producing odor.”

      “That makes sense,” said Janice. “What else?”

      “Use an antiperspirant, or a combination antiperspirant with a deodorant. Then, watch what you eat. Sulfur-rich foods like onions, garlic, cabbage, and broccoli can exacerbate the problem. Also, watch out for certain spices and foods that promote sweating. The general rule is, if it has a strong odor or makes you sweat, leave it alone.”

      Clyde said, “So much for jalapeños.” The lawyer’s propensity for arguing was still active. “It’s going to be impossible not to sweat while here on the island.”

      Steve had an answer. “I mentioned that, and the Doc said you could make a paste of baking soda and water. Use it under your arms and down yonder if the antiperspirant doesn’t work. He also said to make an appointment with a dermatologist when you get home. They’ll do blood work to rule out other potential causes like diabetes, gout, an overactive thyroid, or other diseases.”

      A clap came from the direction of Janice. “Let’s get started. Who knows, there might be a nice chest and back buried under that thatched cottage.”

      Clyde surrendered. “I’ll grab my beard trimmer. We’d better go outside, away from the bungalow. The wind should disperse the hair.”

      Janice spoke as if this were some sort of competitive sport. “Don’t stop with the clippers. Matt, do you have an extra razor and shaving cream?”

      “Sure. I shave everything but my eyebrows. Started doing it when I took up competitive cycling and liked the way it felt.”

      Clyde must have had second thoughts. “Let’s not get carried away.”

      Janice punched through his hesitance. “Why are men so weak from the neck up? All you have to do is stand there. Isn’t it worth taking a chance? You and Matt get to work.”

      Unexpected silence settled on the room. Steve waited for someone to speak. Clyde came through with flying colors. “Do any of you realize what a big deal this is to me? I haven’t seen my chest since I was fourteen. Are you sure the hair on my head and the beard have to go?”

      Janice answered with twin cliches. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Also, like the British say, ‘in for a penny, in for a pound.’” She ended with, “It will grow back, and you’re wasting time by standing here.”

      Steve listened as Matt and Clyde’s squeaking footsteps on the tile floor faded. They soon returned and Clyde surrendered to his fate. “Let’s find a spot where no one can see us and get to work. The clippers have a full charge on them. The battery should last about an hour.”

      Steve turned in Janice’s direction. “Could you put me someplace where the hair won’t blow on me? I don’t want to miss this.”

      “Do you expect me to watch this lamb get sheared?”

      “You can supervise.”

      “Latch on,” said Janice. “This is going to be a first for me.”

      “Me, too,” said Clyde with little enthusiasm.

      Matt spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “It’s not that big of a deal. I shave from head to toe two to three times a week.”

      They walked out of the bungalow into a brisk breeze as Clyde asked, “How do you shave your back?”

      “That’s the best part. My wife helps with the hard-to-reach places.”

      Janice didn’t miss a beat. “That must do wonders for your love life.”

      A chuckle came from Matt. “She came up with a new saying: ‘The couple that shaves together stays together.’”

      What sounded like a huff of frustration came from Clyde. “That works for you, but potential wives are in short supply for me.”

      Steve put in his contribution to the discussion. “If what you’re about to do helps as much as I hope it will, you shouldn’t have any trouble finding someone special to help you.”

      The procession stopped when Janice said, “This is a nice spot. Take off your shirt, say goodbye to the old bearskin rug, and hello to the new Clyde.”

      The sound of clippers and the rustle of palm fronds filled the air for the next twenty minutes. Toward the end, Matt had a slight modification to the plan. “After Clyde and I take care of the bottom half, he’ll go in and shave in the shower. Stubble won’t clog the drain.”

      Janice gave her opinion of Clyde’s partial transformation. “So far, so good. There’s antibacterial dishwashing liquid in the kitchen of the big house. I bet they have the same brand here in the kitchenette. Steve and I will go inside while you and Matt finish out here.”

      Once inside, Steve settled into the same chair he’d previously occupied. By the sound of her footsteps, Janice had moved to the window overlooking the bay. He asked, “What do you see?”

      “Paradise.”

      “What about Bella and Habib?”

      “No one’s in sight, just blue water from here to the horizon.”

      “Ah. That means Habib can swim enough to save himself.”

      The flat tone of Janice’s words told him she was staring, probably mesmerized by the beauty before her. “Water isn’t the only thing he’s afraid of.”

      “Oh?”

      “He’s scared he’ll lose his job when Mr. McBlythe retires.”

      “Scared enough to do something foolish?”

      He could tell by the increase in volume that she’d turned to face him. “We’re all concerned. Some much more than others.”

      “Does that include you?”

      He heard Janice take in a full breath. “I’m a practical, confident woman with a thick skin. The type of law I practice allows me to rub elbows with people who make and lose fortunes. One lesson I learned from successful people is to expect and plan for low points in any career. My skills are easily transferable, I practice thrift, and I’ve invested well. The future doesn’t frighten me.”

      “What does?” asked Steve.

      “Growing old alone, same as Clyde.”

      Steve reached into his pocket and pulled out the plastic cap from a bottle of water he drank on the boat ride to the island. “I’d like to hire you, counselor.” He handed her the worthless piece of plastic.

      “This isn’t legal tender.”

      “Island currency,” said Steve. “Whatever you normally charge, this will more than cover it on this island. I have it on good authority that there’s not another bottle cap like this one.”

      “Perhaps you should tell me how I can help you before we discuss fees.”

      “I need someone from Boston I can confide in.”

      He imagined her nodding, and somewhat confirmed it when she said, “Please, go on.”

      “I’ve eliminated you as a suspect from our inquiry related to stealing company secrets.”

      “I suspected there was more to this week than weeding out employees.” She paused a moment before saying, “I’m glad to hear I’ve been eliminated.”

      “It shouldn’t come as a surprise. You already knew that Mr. McBlythe recruited Heather and me to find who’s been stealing and selling inside information.”

      “How did you surmise my innocence?”

      “That’s between me and Heather. What’s important is your confidentiality for what I want to tell you.”

      “Is my silence all you want from me?”

      “Not quite. I’d like for you to meet with Heather and me privately to discuss possible suspects that accompanied you from Boston.” He took a breath. “Do we have a deal?”

      “If there’s one thing I’m exceptionally good at, it’s maintaining client-attorney confidentiality. I’ll accept your payment of the island’s special currency as a retainer.”

      Steve handed over the bottle cap. “Are you aware that an employee named Reggie Scott received serious injuries in a street mugging?”

      “He works under Habib Patel’s supervision.”

      “Correct,” said Steve. “Mr. Scott died of his injuries.”

      The sound of Janice taking in a labored breath reached his ears. He waited for her to speak, which she did after several seconds. “Now it all makes sense. This isn’t just about theft. You and Heather are conducting a murder investigation, and you suspect Habib.”

      Steve didn’t correct her. Instead, he said, “Murder investigations are our area of specialization.”

      Matt’s voice shouted from the bathroom. “Janice, we’re ready for the antibacterial soap.”

      Steve flipped his hand as a way of dismissing her. “Take care of Clyde. I want your honest opinion on how he looks.”

      Janice whispered. “If the soap and antiperspirant do the trick, he’ll be a much sought-after man.”

      “You included?” asked Steve.

      “I’m years overdue for an island romance.” She paused. “By the way, what knotty legal problem did you and Heather have in mind for us to solve?”

      “It had to do with personal hygiene and how it relates to workplace discrimination. I believe you and Clyde did an exceptional job in dealing with the problem. You both scored very high. It will be interesting to see how the other teams do with their problems.”
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      Heather retreated to the solitude of her bedroom after assigning the almost impossible problems for the teams to solve. She couldn’t help but wonder how the two attorneys were dealing with whatever problem Steve had given them.

      It came as no surprise that Steve had slipped into his motif of not divulging all his plans to her. He usually kept something from her in every investigation. It was maddening and endearing at the same time. Just one of the many things that made him special.

      The sound of angry voices cut through the peace of being on an island so far from civilization. She closed her laptop, uncrossed her legs, and set out to find the people responsible for breaking the tranquility. Bob Brown and Brent Coolidge sat on opposite sides of the living room, scowling but silent. Their gazes fixed on the patio.

      “What’s happening?” asked Heather, as her gaze also shifted to the patio.

      “I had to shut the door,” said Brent. “Malcolm and Habib are at each other’s throats.”

      The argument on the patio took a more serious turn when Habib took a swing at Heather’s chief financial officer. Malcolm artfully dodged Habib’s blow and gave the off-balanced aggressor a push. It wasn’t hard, but enough to send Habib sprawling on the deck. Rage overtook Habib. He sprang upward with surprising agility, spread his arms, and charged into Malcolm. Both men went to the planks.

      She reached the door and slid it back. “Stop!” Her command floated away on the wind. Habib flailed with his left hand while Malcolm pinned the right arm. The awkward blows from the Bostonian did no apparent harm.

      Heather knew the fight was a mismatch from the outset. Malcolm, in his early fifties, had served as an officer in the Marines and was still trim and fit. It didn’t take him long to pin both of Habib’s arms while sitting on the inept fighter’s chest.

      Malcolm looked up at Heather. “This guy is nuts. He told me I should have waited on him before starting on a plan to solve the problem you gave us.”

      “Get off me!” shouted Habib. “This isn’t a fair competition. I shouldn’t have been required to learn to swim.”

      Heather drew closer and looked down at Habib. “I gave you the opportunity to learn to swim yesterday. You didn’t take advantage of it, and today you paid the price by having to repeat the lesson. You have only yourself to blame for your failure.”

      His gaze shifted to Heather as he spat out hatred. “I can’t believe your father required me to waste an entire week on this island. It makes me question your leadership capabilities, and if I could ever work for a woman like you.”

      She tented her hands on hips. “You can quit the team building exercises any time you want, but there won’t be a job waiting for you back in Boston.”

      Heather knew it was a lie wrapped in a bluff, but it worked all the same. Emotion choked Habib’s words. “You don’t understand. I can’t fail. It’s not permitted.”

      Heather hadn’t noticed, but Steve and Matt had arrived and stepped onto the patio. “Do you want to continue fighting?” asked Steve.

      “I have no choice,” said Habib. “It’s now a matter of honor.”

      “All right, you’ll get your wish.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Heather. “We can’t have them harming each other this far from medical care.”

      Steve waved away the protest. “I know a way that will minimize the risk.” He took in a full breath. “Malcolm, I have a new task for you and Habib. You’re to build pugil sticks.”

      “Huh?” said Heather.

      The former marine explained. “They’re heavily padded sticks with an overall length of fifty inches. The only exposed hard surface is where your hands grasp the stick. In the olden days, people fought with wooden staffs. Pugil sticks are the modern version, only you shouldn’t be able to inflict damage on each other.”

      Steve took over. “To make sure, you’ll each make the other’s stick. Use as many pillows on the ends as you want. Malcolm, since you know what I’m talking about, you’re to teach Habib. Spend the rest of the day working together to make each other’s weapon. The contest will take place tomorrow morning after you both warm up with two trips up the hill.”

      Heather placed a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder. “You have your assignment. If I were you, I’d make sure there was plenty of padding on the stick I was going to be hit with.”

      Malcolm stood while making sure Habib didn’t get in a cheap shot. She pointed toward the hill. “There’s the forest. You’d better get busy finding two stout sticks that are fifty inches long.”

      “We’d better get started.”

      Habib’s blood-lust cooled enough for him to respond with words instead of blows. “I agree. It may take some time to find two sticks that are exactly alike.”

      “Let’s get a couple of knives from the kitchen.”

      “Something to chop with would be helpful,” said Habib.

      Heather flinched when she heard the idea and that both men were in favor of it. She made a quick decision. “I’m sending Dorcas with you to carry a knife and observe. No violence of any kind until tomorrow. Is that clear?”

      “Good idea,” said Steve.

      Heather noticed that Bob Brown and Brent Coolidge had joined them on the patio. She trained her gaze on the two men. “What progress have you two made on your problem?”

      “Not much,” said her director of acquisitions. “Bob’s not up to date on many of the current opportunities in emerging markets.”

      “That’s not true. I know what’s going on, but the opportunities are too uncertain,” said Bob, looking at Heather instead of Brent. “Mr. McBlythe is shifting to a more risk-averse portfolio.”

      Heather shook her head. “That wasn’t your assignment. You two are to develop a ten-year plan of your own for maximizing profits while minimizing risk. Don’t try to out-think my father.”

      Bob didn’t back down. “It’s obvious he takes unnecessary chances.”

      “I balance my portfolio allocations across a broad spectrum of assets,” Brent stated in his rebuttal. “The speed at which things change dictates a minimum of twenty percent investment in developing technologies. I’m putting my money where my mouth is and bumping the allocation to thirty percent.”

      “Seven percent is all I’m willing to go,” said Bob.

      Steve interrupted. “It seems you two are at an impasse. Do you want to settle the matter with pugil sticks like Habib and Malcolm? I’m sure they’ll let you use theirs when they’re finished.”

      Bob held up his hands. “Not me.”

      “Me either,” said Brent. “I’m going inside to reconsider my suggestions.”

      Heather waited until the patio door closed before she looked full on at Bob. “Are your personal financial problems clouding your judgment?”

      “Who says I’m having financial problems?”

      “Are you denying they exist?”

      “I’m doing fine.”

      Steve shook his head. “Sorry, Bob. That wasn’t very convincing.”

      Heather pressed the point. “I’m wondering how desperate you are.”

      Bob drew himself up to his full height. “Mr. McBlythe has never questioned my loyalty or integrity.”

      “I’m not my father, and perhaps he should.”

      Steve broke in. “Hold on, Heather. I don’t think Bob would throw away his career. He’s smarter than that.”

      “Exactly,” said Bob. “I don’t know who’s been stealing company secrets, but it wasn’t me.”

      “Then who is it? It’s obvious you know something about it.”

      “It’s been water-cooler talk for months. Take your pick. There are plenty of suspects.”

      Steve issued a challenge. “This is your chance to convince us the thief isn’t you. I suggest you make the most of it.”

      Heather softened Steve’s words. “We don’t expect you to accuse anyone. Tell us who could have done it and why. We’ll put the pieces together.”

      Bob let out a huff followed by, “All right. Don’t let Janice fool you. She’s a barracuda who enjoys crushing men like they were bugs.”

      “She’s on our list,” said Steve. “Who else?”

      Bob’s eyes shifted from left to right and back again. “Habib. Anyone can see how desperate he is to advance and eventually own a major company. He’s socking away every penny he can and has a goal to make it happen sooner than later. What he can’t take is a hit to his reputation by getting demoted. He’s been different since we heard Mr. McBlythe is retiring and the companies will merge.”

      Steve asked, “What about Louis Crane? It seems to me the head of IT would be a likely suspect for selling inside information.”

      Bob let out a throaty chuckle. “He tops my list. Do you think a hacker like Louis doesn’t know this home has a Starlink connection?”

      “What are you saying?” asked Heather.

      Bob lifted his chin. “Louis can hack into almost anything. He used to brag about it. It doesn’t take much imagination to consider him hacking into your father’s business. In fact, it might behoove you to put your IT girl to work. Check to see if someone recently hacked your laptop.”

      “That’s not possible. I took up everyone’s laptop and phone.”

      Bob’s lips twitched in a sly smile. “You underestimate how sneaky hackers are.”

      “Ah,” said Steve. “We didn’t do a thorough search of everyone’s luggage.”

      Heather’s anger grew by the second. A computer geek had outwitted her. She gave Bob her best stare. “I suggest you and Brent try harder to finish your assignment.”

      The closing of the patio door gave her a chance to speak to Steve in private. As was his custom, he changed the subject. Another of his maddening habits. “Isn’t it time for beach volleyball?”

      Heather glanced at her watch. “It is. I’ll tell Matt to round up everyone and send them to the beach.”

      “Not Janice and Clyde,” said Steve.

      “Why not?”

      “You’ll understand when they show up later.”

      Heather tilted her head. “What have you done?”

      “I scored us some spies.”

      “Janice?”

      “Uh-huh. Her and Clyde.”

      “Did you solve Clyde’s problem?”

      A cheesy grin came to Steve’s mouth. “Janice said she’s overdue for an island romance. She seemed to like what she saw under Clyde’s blanket of hair.”

      Heather’s hand covered her mouth to keep the laugh from escaping. She asked, “Is it all gone?”

      “From what Matt led me to believe, they didn’t stop shaving until Clyde was slick as a billiard ball from head to heels.”

      Heather couldn’t help but smile, if only for a few seconds. Then another thought rose to the surface. “How did you talk Janice into being a spy for us?”

      “I told her I’d eliminated her as a suspect.”

      “Did you mean it?”

      Steve gave a partial answer with a shake of his head. “You know cops don’t have to tell the whole truth.”

      Heather took a step toward him and leaned in to whisper. “In case you forgot, you’re no longer a police homicide detective.”

      “Nonsense. We’re operating on island rules. I appointed me and you as official detectives. I even gave us full power to detain and question suspects.” He took a breath. “Speaking of questioning a suspect, I told Janice we’d question her about the others from Boston. You can start thinking of things you want to ask her. Between the exercise and how distracted she is by Clyde, we should get straight answers.”

      “When do we question her?”

      “Tonight. But first, we need to call your father.”

      “Why?”

      “He should be able to give us more details on when, where, and how someone attacked Reggie Scott.”

      Heather watched as Matt and Bella led the volleyball players down the hill. Her thoughts, however, were fixed on the crime scene in Boston. “The initial police report says it was a street mugging that went too far.”

      “Janice knows we’re investigating a homicide. She suspects everyone from Boston.”

      “When did she tell you that?”

      “A little while ago, while Clyde was in the shower shaving.”

      “That was a revelatory time you spent with Janice, Clyde, and Matt.”

      “In more ways than one.”

      “Nice double entendre,” said Heather. “What’s next, after we call my father?”

      Steve rubbed his palm across his face. “Let’s set a trap for Louis Crane and Louise King.”

      “Why Louise?”

      “I may be wrong about them not turning in all their devices, but I’ll wager one or both of them have something else with a screen.”

      Heather didn’t say it, but she believed Steve was right. “When will we talk to them?” asked Heather. “Let’s not make it too long. I have sensitive information in my files that could be worth millions of dollars.”

      “Then let’s do it tonight, after supper. We can bluff our way through it. We’ll keep Louis and Louise here after everyone goes to bed.”

      “Until then, I’ll make sure Matt keeps Louis occupied.”
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      Heather led Steve to her bedroom and closed the door behind them. She pulled the satellite phone from the top drawer of her dresser and punched in her father’s private number. Steve stood with both hands on top of his white cane.

      The first words came from her father. “Are you making progress?”

      She didn’t directly answer the question. “Steve’s with me. He believes everything is going as planned. All but one of your executives are physical and emotional wrecks. We’re accomplishing our first goal of breaking them down.”

      A chuckle sounded through the phone’s speaker. “Tell me more.”

      “Habib has been in two fist fights and lost both. No damage to either participant. He’s scheduled to compete in a more controlled battle tomorrow that involves pillows.”

      The chuckle morphed into a full-blown laugh. “Excellent. He’s a fantastic CFO, but he could benefit from eating a large slice of humble pie. What about Bob Brown?”

      Steve answered. “He’s over-extended financially.”

      “That’s what I told the police. They’ll be waiting at the airport to take him in for questioning. They already questioned his paramour. She’s dropped him like a bad habit.”

      Heather took her turn. “Louis Crane may be in the proverbial doghouse. We have unconfirmed suspicions that he didn’t turn in all his electronic devices. It’s a short step from getting into computer files to selling the information they contain.”

      “It would surprise me if he took that second step,” said her father. “Still, it makes me wonder what other mischief he could be up to. That only leaves the head of my legal department. Please tell me Janice is still walking on the straight and narrow path.”

      It was Heather’s turn to laugh. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you what she did today.”

      Steve interrupted. “It’s nothing illegal. In fact, she helped Heather’s hot-shot attorney solve a personal problem. To top it off, she’s gotten herself involved in an island romance with him.”

      The phone went silent for several seconds. “That sounds more out of character than the other three combined. Should I join you on the island?”

      “Not yet,” said Steve. “We plan to drop a surprise or two on your people and see what floats to the surface.”

      “What I’d give to be there to see how they respond.”

      Steve asked, “Isn’t Dorcas keeping you informed?”

      “Not as well as I’d like. I’m wondering if I made a mistake allowing her to tag along.”

      “She mostly stays in the background,” said Heather. “Competent and loyal is how I’d describe her.”

      “She’s excellent at keeping me informed of things going on in the office. I’m a little disappointed that she hasn’t done a better job on the island.”

      “She’s struggling more than anyone else with the heat and humidity. Her fair complexion keeps her out of the sun. There’s only so much she can see and hear if she’s not playing sand volleyball, swimming, fishing, or joining in with other activities.”

      Her father huffed. “It’s my fault.”

      “No harm,” said Steve. “We hardly realize she’s here.”

      It was Heather’s turn. “Can you give us an update on the police investigation?”

      “It was a single blow to the back of the head with something made of wood.”

      “Like a baseball bat?” asked Steve.

      “Smaller in diameter.”

      Heather let out a huff. “The initial reports said it was a robbery and mugging with multiple injuries.”

      “That was what the press reported,” said her father. “In reality, it was a single blow.”

      Steve opined, “I’m surprised they didn’t report Reggie Scott being abducted by aliens and all his bones removed before they returned him from the mother ship.”

      “That was in the follow-up story.”

      It was pure sarcasm, but fit the mood.

      “Anything else of interest from the police?” asked Heather.

      “It either wasn’t a mugging or the perpetrator was inept. His watch was missing, but his wallet was still on him.”

      “What kind of watch?” asked Steve.

      “A fake Rolex.”

      “Where did Reggie carry his wallet?”

      “Inside pocket of his sports coat.”

      “And the position of the body?”

      “Lying flat on his face with arms out.”

      Steve had one more question. “Who found him?”

      “A college intern for a nearby company. It unnerved her so much she and her husband are moving back to Nebraska.” He paused. “Before you ask, the police detective I spoke with says there’s no link between the woman who found him and Reggie. She was simply the first person to come along.”

      Steve summed up the various bits of information. “The wallet in the coat pocket tells me this wasn’t a robbery, but the missing watch suggests the perp wanted the cops to think it was.”

      “What about the location?” asked Mr. McBlythe.

      “I thought it had to be someone who works in your building. Now, I’m not so sure. Employees from other companies must also park there.”

      “A few,” said her father. “I had our security director check, and our people account for ninety percent of the occupancy.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “That puts the odds back in favor of one of your employees committing the murder.” He gulped a quick breath. “Of the people from Boston who are on the island, how many of them park in that garage?”

      “All of them.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that.”

      They agreed her father wouldn’t fly to the island unless an emergency arose. Heather hoped they weren’t tempting fate by using the word emergency.

      The afternoon dragged on, as did the volleyball games. Matt knew to give the players enough time to go to their cabanas, take quick showers, and return to the main house for dinner. She and Steve came up with a plan to keep Clyde and Janice away from the group most of the day… just in case the twice-a-day showers and spray-downs with antiperspirant didn’t work.

      The setting sun glowed like a fluorescent orange ball as it slipped into the ocean, somewhere beyond the mouth of the bay. Heather instructed the group to move the dining room table and chairs to the patio. It was a perfect evening to have their communal meal outdoors.

      Two chairs remained open as most of the volleyball players stared at the table or into the distance. Fatigue etched their faces. “Who’s missing?” asked Heather.

      Steve, who sat next to her, had a partial explanation. “Pearl told me she’ll be busy in the kitchen, so that accounts for one empty chair.”

      Louise King spoke in a condescending tone. “My teammate, Louis Crane, isn’t here. It’s no big loss.”

      Heather gave Matt a hard stare. He responded with, “Sorry. He took a shower before me, and I thought he left to come here.”

      Bob Brown made his opinion known. “Was I the only one who noticed him slinking away from the bungalow?”

      The group erupted in a barrage of slurs, all directed at Boston’s IT director. Steve leaned into her. “I was wondering how long it would take him to make a mistake.”

      Heather matched Steve’s whisper. “It’s an addiction. He can’t stand to be offline.”

      Steve spoke over the crowd. “Bob, could you tell where Louis was going?”

      “Beats me.”

      “Was he reading?”

      “Yeah. He likes to go outside to a spot on the lawn to read. He said eReaders didn’t count as electronic devices.”

      Steve’s voice carried so all could hear. “Matt, please retrieve our lost boy before Captain Hook kidnaps him and takes him to Never-Never Land.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Pearl delivered salads. The group fell on the first course like they hadn’t seen food in a week. Matt and a sheepish-looking Louis arrived before the last fork rested beside the now-empty bowls.

      “Sorry,” said Louis. “I fell asleep reading.”

      Pearl made an appearance. “To avoid a rush, only half of you will come to the kitchen at a time. People on the left side come first. Bring your plate with you and take all the grilled vegetables and rice pilaf you want. The second group can come once the first group returns. I’ll also need two people to carry platters of fish to the table.”

      Heather stood. “Before anyone goes to the kitchen, we have a group decision to make. We told you that you’d have to catch your own fish while here on the island. That was before Clyde arrived. He and Janice speared enough fish to feed everyone. If you’d like Clyde and Janice to keep providing fish, I’m willing to excuse them from afternoon challenges.” She lowered her voice. “I’ll also take this opportunity to say I’m not pleased with your progress on the mental challenges. You’ve shown scant originality and teamwork thus far.”

      Steve interjected, “Let’s put that behind us for tonight. Are you willing for Clyde and Janice to be in charge of providing meat for the table?”

      “Heck yeah,” shouted Bob.

      That’s all it took to spawn a riot of voices, all proclaiming Clyde and Janice the designated providers of fish.

      Bella looked at Bob. “Grab one platter of fish and I’ll get the other.” Her words started a stampede.

      Heather stood. “Keep your seat, Steve. I’ll fill your plate.”

      Words were in short supply as the ravenous crowd returned with loaded plates and dove into the delicious island meal.

      Steve summed up his opinion of the evening’s offering by asking her, “What’s the chances of us hiring Pearl and taking her home with us?”

      Bella, who sat beside Steve, heard the question. “Not good. The islands are in her blood. Even Heather’s father doesn’t have enough money to tempt Pearl away.”

      One by one, people settled their forks and knives on their plates. Brent Coolidge took a long look at Clyde. “What made you want to shave your head and beard?”

      Janice answered before he could. “That’s not all that’s shaved.”

      Clyde moved a hand under the table. “I should have done it years ago. This island heat and humidity convinced me to take some drastic steps.”

      Janice couldn’t hold her peace. “Perhaps you should try the look, Brent.” Her right hand slipped under the table. Clyde let out a quick yelp before turning to Janice and wiggling his eyebrows.

      Louis Crane was the first to stand. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m bushed.”

      Heather held up her hand. “Since you were late for supper without permission, you get to help with tonight’s dishes and cleaning the kitchen.”

      “It’s not my team’s turn. We did them at lunch.”

      Steve pushed his chair back. “Don’t worry, Louis. I’ll help you. Besides, Heather and I need to speak to you after we finish.”

      “I’ll help too,” said Bella. “It’s been a slower day for me.”

      The crew from Boston moved the table and chairs inside. Heather dismissed them with a reminder that daybreak yoga awaited them at first light.

      The kitchen crew from Texas, under Dorcas’s leadership, took much longer to complete their chores. Heather made it a point to monitor Louis Crane’s minimal effort. It didn’t surprise her that he resented having to scrub a small mountain of pans.

      Once released by Dorcas, the group filed past on their way to bungalows with comfortable beds. Heather summoned Louise King and asked her to take a seat. Louis tried to hide behind Brent Coolidge. Heather waited until her father’s head of IT was several steps away from the patio. “Going somewhere, Louis?”

      “Huh? Oh, sorry. I forgot you wanted to talk to me.”

      Heather ignored the bald-faced lie. Steve was already sitting in a deck chair. She took her seat in a matching one and waited for Louis to arrive. She purposefully didn’t provide a chair for him. Undeterred, he located a nearby chair and moved it to form a sloppy square and plopped down. “What can I do for you?”

      “Several things,” said Heather. “First, you can explain why you were late for supper.”

      Louis patted his stomach. “I must have eaten something that didn’t agree with me.”

      “You made a speedy recovery. I believe you had thirds of the grilled fish.”

      Steve asked, “I thought you said you fell asleep while reading?”

      “Oh… both.”

      Steve was having none of it. “I hope you remember this is a no-excuse island. You’ll need to make up for causing everyone to wait on supper.” He turned his head. “What do you think, Heather? One trip or two up the hill tomorrow after lunch?”

      She kept a straight face. “How late was he?”

      “Only a few minutes,” said Louis with a plea for mercy in his voice.

      “Are you sure?” asked Steve.

      “Well, it could have been a little longer. I didn’t pay attention to the time.”

      Heather kept her gaze fixed on him. “Why do you think you and Louise aren’t making much progress on the problem I gave you?”

      “I work at a different pace.” Louis leaned back in his chair. “Don’t take this wrong, but I had the problem solved in thirty minutes.”

      Louise cut her head to face him. “No, you didn’t. The only way to cut that much time off is to have access to the question beforehand.”

      Steve’s eyebrows raised over the rim of his sunglasses. “Do you think it’s possible Louis hacked into Heather’s files?”

      Heather shook her head. “He couldn’t. I didn’t make up the questions until after I collected everyone’s phones and laptops.”

      “Perhaps you missed something.” Steve moved his head to make it appear he was looking at Louis. “You’re the expert. How could a computer be disguised as something totally innocuous?”

      “I’ve never thought of that.”

      “Of course not,” said Heather, “but Steve and I want to know how it could be done.”

      Shoulders rose and dropped. “I dunno.”

      A sheepish look came over Louise’s face. “He’s lying and I have a confession to make. I kept my second cell phone.”

      “Not me,” said Louis. “I only brought one.”

      Steve’s voice held a hint of accusation. “It would have to be something electronic with a screen.”

      Heather waited for a reaction from Louis. His Adam’s apple traveled up and down.”

      Steve continued. “Louise, we want permission to search your belongings. If you have only the one electronic device, there will be no consequences.”

      Louise dipped her head. “Of course. I’m so sorry. The second phone is all I have.”

      Heather shifted her gaze to Louis. His shoulders slumped as the response came out in a rush. “No need to ask again. You caught me fair and square. My reader doubles as a laptop. I carry it everywhere, so I always have a backup.” His next sentence ran into his confession. “I promised your father I’d never hack into anyone’s business files, and I’ve kept that promise, even though I could and he’d make a lot more money.”

      Steve shook his head. “That’s hard to believe.”

      “It’s true. Give the reader to Louise and she’ll tell you soon enough. The only thing she’ll find is that I’m a competitive gamer. That’s why I needed Internet access.”

      Heather wasn’t convinced. “You’re playing a dangerous game. I already know someone’s been in my files and I believe it’s you.”

      The self-confessed gamer’s head hung. “Busted again. I broke into your files to look at the question you had for me and Louise. I promised I’d never break into your father’s files, but not yours.”

      “Did you look at anything else?” asked Heather.

      “All I was interested in was getting time to rest. That meant finding the question for our challenge.”

      Heather added. “You’re not as smart as you think you are. I didn’t know you’d looked on my computer until you told me.”

      Louis jerked his head up. “Do you mean she didn’t look to see if I hacked into your files?”

      “Not yet. I’ll have her check tomorrow.”

      “You lied.”

      Steve’s lips danced around a smile. “I like to think of it as taking a shortcut to the truth. Isn’t that what you do?”

      Louis raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “You two are really good.”

      Steve said, “Now that we’ve established that you play fast and loose with lies, let’s see how you do with telling the truth. Tell us everything you know about your co-workers from Boston and their relationship with Reggie Scott.”
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      Heather, Bella, and Matt placed their yoga mats in front of two rows of bleary-eyed participants. Everyone arrived on time even though they looked the worse for wear. The exceptions were Clyde and Janice. The pleasant smell of soap and deodorant wafted from him, while Janice had found time to apply makeup. It remained to be seen if two trips up and down the hill would reactivate Clyde’s problem, or if the shearing plus baking soda paste would continue to work its magic.

      Bella led the day’s yoga session and proved herself limber as a warm string of licorice. Matt’s excessive muscles prohibited a full range of motion, but he was a good example to novices that stretching could benefit all. Forty-five minutes later, Heather instructed the gathering to put on their shoes and socks. “After last night’s feast, I decided we’d have an early lunch instead of a light breakfast. Are there any objections?”

      Janice spoke before anyone else could. “I understand we’re all going twice up the hill this morning. I ate so much last night that I don’t want or need any breakfast.”

      “Same here,” said Bob Brown from the other end of the first row.

      Nods and words of agreement rose from the ranks. Heather summarized. “There seems to be a consensus that we should switch to two meals a day, with the heavy meal at night.”

      Louise King shouted, “With two meals a day, I’ll leave the island ten pounds lighter. That’s something I’ve needed to do for the last year.”

      Several nodded in agreement.

      “Then it’s settled. One meal at lunch and a feast at night.”

      While Heather was still sitting in the lotus position, Matt slipped on socks and shoes and announced, “The trail up the hill awaits us. Who can keep up with me today?”

      “I can,” said Heather.

      “You’ll have to catch me.”

      “That’s not fair. I don’t have my shoes on yet.”

      Matt laughed as he ran toward the trail. “Island rules. Do what you have to do to win.”

      The hyper-competitive executives hurried to put on socks and shoes. It came as no surprise that Bob and Dorcas didn’t race to be first.

      Heather stepped to where Bob sat. “You seem to be lagging behind this morning.”

      “I’m remembering Aesop's fable of the tortoise and the hare. Slow and cunning beats fast and impetuous. It’s going to be a full day of physical and mental challenges. I’ll pace myself.”

      “I agree,” said Dorcas. “By eliminating breakfast, you gave us extra time to finish the two trips.”

      Dorcas didn’t move fast, but she was deliberate and once she tied her shoes, she moved out at a steady pace. Heather watched while Bob took more time than was necessary, then waited until everyone was out of sight. “What’s on your mind, Bob?”

      “Not much gets past you, does it?”

      It was the type of question that didn’t warrant a response, so she waited for him to say something that did.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I need your advice.”

      “You know what they say about advice. If it’s free, it lacks value.”

      The two started walking at a modest pace. “I’ll take my chances.” He ran a hand down his face, as if searching for the perfect words. Then, he picked up the pace, his agitation obvious. “I’ve made a royal mess of my life and I don’t know what to do.”

      It was time for Bob to experience a hefty dose of reality, and Heather doused him with a proverbial bucket of ice water. “Are you talking about your mistress or your financial problems?”

      Bob stopped in his tracks. “You already know.”

      Heather couldn’t help but issue a small grin at the shocked look on his face. “You don’t need to worry about one of your problems.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your paramour is no more. She’s taken up with an investment banker.”

      “How do you know?” His words trailed off before he snapped his fingers. “Of course. You have a satellite phone and Internet connection. You’re in contact with your father, and he knows all the latest that’s going on in Boston.”

      A nod confirmed his words. Worry lines still etched his face. “I’m glad she’s gone, but the damage is done.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “How could my wife ever forgive me? I’ve betrayed her, and our two girls, and ruined us financially.”

      Heather didn’t want to make him think he’d get off without consequences, but she also didn’t want to pile additional guilt on him. Besides, she was on the island to solve two crimes, not to dispense marriage counseling. She focused on her field of expertise. “From what I’ve been told, you can repair your finances.”

      “Not if my wife divorces me.”

      “You’re borrowing trouble. What’s the first step you need to take to get your financial house in order?”

      “Sell that stupid yacht. That thing is nothing but a money pit.”

      “Are you serious about selling it?”

      “I’d list it right now if I could.”

      “Good. Let’s turn around and go back to the house. Do you know a broker you can call to list it?”

      “Sure. It was new when I bought it, and it’s only been out of port a few times since I got the keys. The salesman said I practically stole it.” He shook his head. “I thought I couldn’t live without it, and now I’d kill to get rid of it.”

      Heather wondered about his choice of words, but kept talking. “If you’re really serious, you can call the broker on my satellite phone. I’ll also give you computer access if you need to sign a listing contract.”

      “Can I call my daughters, too? They told me they didn’t want to hear from me until I dumped Mandy and the yacht.”

      “What about your wife?”

      “That’s a conversation that will have to wait until I get back to Boston. I’m hoping my daughters will soften up their mom so she’ll listen to me.”

      “You’re a strategic thinker,” said Heather. “No wonder you’re so good at acquisitions.”

      “Being around Brent Coolidge has challenged me to take prudent risks again. It serves me right for being so distracted by a pretty face.”

      Heather wondered how many other risks Bob had taken before he pulled out of the nosedive caused by his mid-life crisis. Selling company secrets might have been one such thing. She then wondered how Steve would read the sudden turn to repentance? One way to find out.

      They arrived at the house and found Steve in a recliner facing the bank of windows. Heather explained the reason for them abandoning the two hill climbs. Steve listened with hands clasped together.

      Instead of agreeing with Heather’s plan, he spoke in a non-nonsense tone. “You haven’t earned a phone call yet.”

      Bob stiffened. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a guy who knows how to negotiate deals, right?”

      “Sure. That’s what acquisitions are about.”

      “You want to make three phone calls to get your life back on track, right?”

      “I want them more than anything. One to sell the yacht, and a phone call to each daughter.”

      “Then you have to earn them. We want information and we’re willing to trade.”

      “Heather said nothing about a trade.”

      Steve countered with, “Heather and I are partners. She should have discussed the terms with me also, but because we’re playing with island rules, it’s not too late for me to put stipulations on the deal.”

      “That’s convenient.”

      “Like I said, you’ll get the phone calls, but only after you earn them.”

      “You’re taking advantage of me.”

      “You’re the one who screwed up your life. I’m doing the same thing you do in your job—using leverage to negotiate a deal.” Steve gave a toothy grin. “I’m a decent negotiator, but you’re one of the best. I’d say that makes the playing field even.”

      Heather interrupted. “We know what you want, but you haven’t heard what Steve wants in return. You should hear him out.”

      Bob moved a chair to within a few feet of Steve’s. Heather settled in one and formed a triangle.

      “What do I need to do to earn the phone calls?”

      “First,” said Steve, “We want you to tell us how someone could steal secrets from Mr. McBlythe.”

      The question didn’t seem to take Bob by surprise. It was almost like he had an answer already loaded and ready to fire. “It’s someone on the inside. The timing was too perfect. They knew exactly when to buy or sell to receive maximum profits.”

      “We already know that,” said Steve. “Tell us something we don’t know.”

      “It wasn’t me.”

      “You’ll have a hard time convincing the police of that. They’re waiting for you with handcuffs when you get back to Boston.”

      Heather knew this was one of Steve’s strategies. He used an exaggeration with enough truth in it to rattle Bob, at least for a few seconds. His mouth flew open, but he slammed it shut. “I don’t care if they bring a SWAT team to arrest me. I may have shot a torpedo into my life, but I never stole a thing from the company.”

      “Who did?” asked Steve.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Take your best guess and tell me why.”

      He sighed. “It will only be a guess.”

      “We understand,” said Heather. “There’s no punishment for guessing.”

      “It’s another island rule,” said Steve.

      Bob took his time. “I’ve given this considerable thought, and you should have the police department’s computer experts take a hard look at Louis Crane. There’s no telling how much sensitive information he can access.”

      Steve leaned forward. “Let’s stay on that train of thought a while longer. How could anyone steal the secrets other than through hacking?”

      Bob matched Steve’s posture and lowered his voice. “A computer breach is the most likely, but there’s another way.” A dramatic pause followed until he whispered. “In most ways, Mr. McBlythe embraces modern technology, with one exception. He likes to read paper reports and makes copious notes and comments on them in longhand.”

      Steve asked, “Where are these kept?”

      “Locked in file cabinets.”

      “In his office?”

      “Only if he’s actively working on them.”

      Steve nodded. “Let me make sure I understand the process. Each department head submits electronic reports.”

      “Correct.”

      “Who makes hard copies of these?”

      “Dorcas. She gives them to him so he can make notes.”

      “Do the department heads have access to the notes?”

      Bob shook his head. “Not exactly. Louis can hack into the original emails, but not Mr. McBlythe’s notes. However, Heather’s father discusses his concerns at our department head meetings. That’s why I believe Louis Crane is the one selling inside information. He’s the only person with access to all the reports by each department head and what Mr. McBlythe discusses at meetings.”

      “What else do you know about Louis?” asked Heather.

      “He works strange hours. Always late for work, but you can usually find him in his office late at night. He listens to heavy metal through earbuds.”

      “What does he drive to work?” asked Steve.

      “An electric bicycle. He chains it to a pole in the garage where everyone else parks.”

      “Anything else? Have you ever seen him get angry?”

      “Only once, and he denied being upset. Someone took his laptop as a joke and kept it for an hour. The next day, that employee went to the garage and found his driver’s side window smashed.”

      Steve unfolded his hands. “You’ve earned a phone call. Want to earn another?”

      “Sure.”

      Heather broke in. “You can call the yacht broker after we’re finished. To call one of your daughters, you and Brent Coolidge need to finish your assignment of a comprehensive strategy for future acquisitions. If you complete it today, you can make the call after supper.”

      “What about my second daughter?”

      Steve answered for her. “That will require fresh information, and we’ll determine if it merits another phone call.”

      Bob stood. “I’m glad I don’t have to negotiate with you two every day.”

      Heather went to her room and brought back the satellite phone. “Go on the patio and make the call.”

      Steve held up a hand. “If you need an attorney to look over any documents related to the sale of the yacht, there’s three to choose from.”

      “What will that cost me?”

      “No charge,” said Heather. “Steve’s a hopeless romantic. He’s rooting for your marriage.”

      Heather took her seat as Bob went to the deck and placed his call. She looked at Steve. “Your thoughts?”

      “It’s as I expected. They’re pointing at each other. We need to come up with a plan to smoke out the thief.”

      “What about the killer?”

      “Did I say thief? I meant the killer.”

      Heather knew Steve didn’t make mistakes like that. Was he testing her? To find out, she’d test him. “You already know who stole Father’s secrets.”

      He rubbed his hands together. “Knowing and proving are two different animals.” He chuckled. “At least I believe I know. It seems my crystal ball is a bit cloudy these days.”

      “You won’t tell me, will you?”

      “Not yet. Let’s see what happens today at the battle between Habib and Malcolm Swift. I’ll want a report on how everyone reacts.”

      “You don’t believe they’ll reconcile before the match?”

      “Malcolm will offer, but it takes two in any agreement. Let’s make sure Habib doesn’t cheat.”
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      A gap of almost an hour separated Matt from Dorcas, the last person to complete the second hill climb. This left most everyone plenty of time to recover from the morning’s routine. Heather leaned into Steve and whispered. “They’re getting in shape. A couple more days and they’ll be looking forward to climbing the hill.”

      “If we don’t hurry and solve the case, we’ll have to change things so they’ll use different muscles. I’ll get with Bella and Matt and see what they can come up with.”

      Heather looked at the bay before bringing her gaze back to the yard below the deck. “Everyone’s back. Dorcas is taking on water like she’s a camel.”

      Steve wore a chartreuse shirt emblazoned with pink sailboats and burgundy-colored shorts. “Are Habib and Malcolm ready to do battle?”

      “They’re in position with their sticks on the lawn.”

      “Form everyone but you and me in a circle. We’ll stand by the rail so you can look down on the match and tell me what you see.”

      Heather followed Steve’s instructions. “The sticks look to be the same size. Pillows cover both ends. Habib secured his pillows with twine, while Malcolm used duct tape. It looks like it would hurt more and maybe give Habib a fighting chance.”

      “Have them switch weapons,” said Steve.

      “That will make it a double switch.”

      Steve nodded. “Something tells me this fight won’t last long.”

      Heather raised her voice so all would hear. “The only reason we’re having this contest is because these two couldn’t work out their problems without resorting to violence. Let this be a lesson for the rest of you. We’re here to develop teamwork. I’m disappointed that you two couldn’t reconcile, but if you insist on violence—”

      Malcolm interrupted her. “I’m willing to walk away and not go through with this.”

      Habib grabbed his pugil stick. “My honor demands I do this.” He looked at Malcolm. “Take up your weapon and defend yourself. There’s no turning back now.”

      “You don’t stand a chance,” said Malcolm.

      Janice shouted, “Would you two please get on with it? You’re cutting into the time Clyde and I have to fish for your supper.”

      Bob Brown picked an extra quiet moment to say, “She needs to get Clyde in the water before his deodorant wears off.”

      Clyde came back with, “Perhaps you’d like to go a round or two with the pugil sticks after Habib and Malcolm are finished?”

      Bob held up both hands. “No, thanks.”

      Heather announced. “Are you both ready?”

      A hush fell on the scene as Malcolm took up his stick and assumed a stance that showed this wouldn’t be an even match.

      Heather shouted a last instruction. “You two trade sticks. Matt, be prepared to stop the contest when I tell you to.” She took in a breath.

      The two contestants switched weapons.

      “Begin!” shouted Heather.

      Habib mimicked the two-handed grip Malcolm had on his stick as the two made a circle on the grass, feeling each other out. Habib made a lunge with the pillow-padded end of his stick. Malcolm flicked it away like it was a bothersome fly and countered with the opposite end of his stick. The blow wasn’t hard enough to take Habib down but did land with a thud on his exposed arm.

      Instead of retreating, Habib came at Malcolm with surprising speed. His second thrust hit nothing but air as Malcolm jerked his head out of harm’s way at the last second. The force of Habib’s jab carried him past Malcolm, who caught the inept fighter behind the knee and flipped him skyward. He landed with a thud while Malcolm again assumed a defensive posture.

      “Had enough?” asked Malcolm.

      Habib scrambled to his feet. Rage filled his eyes as he ran toward Malcolm and repeatedly swung the pugil stick like it was a baseball bat. Malcolm had no trouble blocking the blows with the duct-taped ends of his stick.

      On the second swing, Heather noticed the twine came loose from Habib’s stick. On the third swing, the pillow flew and bounced off Matt. Something glinted in the bright sun.

      “Stop!” shouted Heather.

      There was no stopping Habib. He took another wild swing and the sound of something tearing shot forth as Malcolm blocked another blow, took three steps back, and inspected the end of his stick.

      Habib was charging again as a narrow-eyed look came over Malcolm’s countenance. He blocked the next swing then drove the end of his stick into his opponent’s stomach. Habib leaned forward, which exposed his face. Malcolm took full advantage of the moment and brought what was now a shredded pillow over a stout stick into Habib’s jaw.

      Matt plowed into Malcolm, driving him into Brent Coolidge, who caught him before both went to the ground.

      Heather jumped over the rail and went directly to where Habib lay. Her focus was not on her father’s chief financial officer but the pugil stick. Strapped to the end of it was the blade of a chef’s knife.

      Gasps rose from the crowd. Malcolm announced, “He tried to kill me.”

      Habib made it to his knees, dazed by the blows he’d absorbed. Heather had the lethal weapon in her hand. “Did you make this pugil stick?”

      He tried to focus. “What?”

      “Is this the pugil stick you built?”

      He held his stomach and took in his first full breath. “What’s that tied to the end of it?”

      “A knife.”

      “Then it’s not mine.”

      Clyde spoke from where he stood beside Janice. “You’re going to need a good lawyer to get out of this, Habib.”
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      Heather took the stick with the knife attached back to the porch where Steve stood at the rail. She hoped a plan would come to her. Something had to be done to Habib, but there wasn’t a jail cell handy.

      She directed Steve away from the rail. “Do I need to explain what happened?”

      He shook his head. “I caught enough to know. The problem now is what to do with Habib. He can’t stay in the bungalow. Aren’t there a couple more bedrooms in the main house?”

      “Only one.”

      “Have Matt go with Habib and gather all his belongings. Put him in the open bedroom and tell him to stay there.”

      “What about the others?”

      “Let’s give them something else to think about. Swimming laps across the bay should do the trick.”

      “Do you think we should contact the police and have them take Habib to St. Thomas?”

      Steve didn’t need to think about it. “We’re getting closer to the truth. Let’s stay the course and see what else happens.”

      “Does that mean you think someone tried to make it appear Habib tried to kill Malcolm?”

      “That’s one theory. Tell all the executives they’re not allowed to go anywhere on the island alone. We already have them partnered with their counterpart.”

      “Except Habib and Malcolm.”

      “Malcolm can tag along with any of the other two-person teams.”

      “Janice and Clyde won’t like it if he chooses them.”

      “I have a half-baked idea of something special for Clyde and Janice to do.”

      Heather put extra emphasis on her next words. “You will not keep this plan from me. You’ve had enough secrets and things are getting out of hand.”

      Steve flicked away her concern. “Everything’s progressing better than you think.”

      “Your idea of progress and mine are as different as night and day.”

      Steve pointed to the crowd. “You may not hear them, but the natives are getting restless. Put Habib in solitary confinement and have everyone else burn off energy. When you’re finished, come find me and I’ll tell you my plan.”

      “I hope it’s better than the one with pugil sticks.”

      “That one was better than you realize.”

      Heather moved to the rail and spoke in a tone that didn’t invite comment. “Matt, take Habib to his bungalow. Gather everything he brought and return here.”

      She shifted her gaze. “Habib. You’ll stay in the main house until further notice. You’ll not leave the bedroom we’re assigning you to.”

      “That’s not fair,” shouted Habib. “I’ve done nothing wrong. Someone else put the knife on the stick.”

      Steve made it to Heather’s side. “You have two choices. You can either stay in a bedroom here on the island, or Heather will call the police in St. Thomas and you’ll go to jail today.”

      Matt moved toward Habib. “Let’s go. You’ll sleep in luxury and won’t have to listen to anyone snoring.”

      “This isn’t right. I demand to see an attorney.”

      Heather said, “You’re looking at one.” She pointed. “There’s two more over there. What’s your advice, counselors?”

      “Keep your mouth shut,” said Janice.

      Clyde added, “You’ll have a private bedroom and bathroom. Make the most of it while you can.”

      “I agree,” said Heather. “You’ve now seen and heard from three attorneys. Go with Matt and get your possessions.”

      Heather looked at her watch. “Everyone else will go to your bungalow, and put on bathing suits and the quick-dry shirts we gave you. Meet Bella on the beach. You’ll swim until it’s time for lunch. Be sure you put on sunscreen.”

      Habib found a silver cloud in his otherwise dark day. “At least I won’t have to swim.”

      Clyde added a thought as the group dispersed. “Don’t get too close to the pier. Janice and I need to spear more fish for tonight’s supper and tomorrow’s lunch.”

      The group scattered. Bella climbed the steps and approached Heather and Steve. “How long do you want me to play lifeguard?”

      “About an hour,” said Steve.

      Heather added, “I want you about forty yards from the pier and Matt, the same distance from the reef on the far side. All we’re trying to do is expend the adrenaline and take their minds off what happened this morning.”

      That was all the explanation Bella needed. She pulled the door open and Heather led Steve inside. He went to the recliner he’d staked out and sat without saying another word.

      Bella soon reappeared with a shine of sunblock on her face, wearing a straw hat, and carrying flippers. “Just in case,” she said, while walking past.

      Heather didn’t speak until Matt delivered Habib. She rose and said, “I’ll take him to his room. Go to the beach. Bella knows what to do and when to come back for lunch.”

      Matt cut his eyes toward Habib. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?”

      “I’ve seen him fight. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      Heather then directed her words to Habib. “I’ll show you to your room. You’ll receive meals there unless we tell you otherwise.”

      Habib surrendered to his fate, but got off one impotent protest as he walked toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms. “I’m a proud man, not a thief or a man of violence.”

      Heather pointed to the open door that would mark the boundary of Habib’s captivity. She entered and rolled his suitcase into the room. It still had an airline luggage tag laced through the handle. She stepped back and he passed her carrying a backpack, a gym bag, and a plastic sack containing what she assumed was dirty clothes or extra shoes. As soon as he was inside, he kicked the door shut.

      Steve was waiting for her by the sliding patio door. Instead of inquiring about Habib, he asked, “Did you take a head count of everyone swimming or fishing?”

      “I assume everyone is in the water except Habib and Pearl. She’s in the kitchen.”

      “What about Dorcas?”

      Heather picked up binoculars and opened the patio door. “She should be easy to spot. She can swim, but doesn’t want to. I told her she could avoid the sun, so I bet she’s lying down in the women’s bungalow.”

      Steve gestured with his cane and said, “Let’s go on the patio. I’ll sit in the shade while you look for Dorcas.”

      Heather scanned the beach, paying attention to the spots under the few palm trees that offered shade. “Like I said, she has to be in the bungalow.”

      “Good,” said Steve. “She won’t be able to hear us.”

      “No one can with the door closed.”

      “Pull up a chair and I’ll tell you my plan.”

      Heather did as he instructed and sat where she could see the bungalows and the beach with a simple twist of her head. “I’m ready.”

      Steve folded his collapsible cane and placed it on the planks next to his chair. “I want Habib to think we believe he didn’t strap the knife to the pugil stick or make it so the pillow would fall off so easily.”

      “You’re doing the same thing with Habib that you did with Janice,” said Heather. “You convinced her that we thought she had nothing to do with the thefts or murder. Please tell me you didn’t change your mind and take her off our list of suspects.”

      Steve’s chin came down and then rose back to its original position. “Everyone from Boston is a suspect. Let’s talk about Habib.”

      Heather gave him a sideways glance. “The tone of your voice tells me you’re up to something sneaky.”

      She neither expected nor received a response to her verbal jab. Instead, he kept talking. “Habib believes the police will charge him with attempted murder. It’s possible that someone took the pugil stick during the night and turned it into a deadly weapon. They knew Habib and Malcolm spent yesterday making padded sticks they would use to strike each other. It’s my understanding it took very little for the pillow to fall off and expose the knife.”

      “I looked at the twine holding the pillow on. Someone cut it.”

      “That’s what I suspected. Let’s talk to Habib and tell him we need his help to find the person who’s trying to frame him.”

      “How is he going to help us?”

      “By staying in his room for the next day or two. I’m hoping whoever set him up will make a mistake.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “There’s several days before we leave. We’ll think of something.”

      Heather sighed. “Our week hasn’t turned out anything like we planned. What’s one more adjustment?”

      The patio door slid open, interrupting the meeting. Pearl stood in the doorway. “I heard that fancy phone ringing in your room, Miss Heather.”

      “That could only be Father.” Heather placed a hand on Steve’s shoulder as she passed him. “I’ll bring the phone out here, and we can both talk to him.”
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      The tile floor was cool on Heather’s bare feet as she walked to her bedroom. She thanked Pearl for notifying her that the satellite phone had come to life while she and Steve were outside. She reached her room and looked at the phone’s screen. Sure enough, her father’s name and number appeared.

      Once back on the patio with the door shut, Heather returned the call and enabled the speaker. Her father wasted no words on pleasantries. “I’m calling off your investigation. Get my employees back to Boston as soon as possible.”

      Heather bristled at the command. She and her father had butted heads all their lives. They’d mostly reconciled in the last few years, which only came about by realizing their temperaments were so similar they functioned best by owning separate companies. There were still days, like today, that their reconciliation hung by a thread.

      Steve must have sensed that father and daughter were two shifting tectonic plates. A major earthquake was imminent if he didn’t stabilize the conversation. He spoke as Heather was inhaling a full breath to deliver a salvo of stinging words. “Good morning, Mr. McBlythe. It’s clear you’ve spoken to Dorcas. There’s more to the story than she told you.”

      “She told me enough to make me realize there was an attempt to kill Heather’s CFO, and Habib Patel is under some sort of house arrest. Is that true or not?”

      “Not entirely,” said Steve in a calm voice. “I’m responsible for the contest and knew the skill level of both contestants. Believe me when I say this couldn’t have been more of a mismatch. The contest resulted in giving us much needed physical evidence that will help us reveal the person or persons responsible for the crimes in Boston.”

      “From what Dorcas told me, Habib is responsible.”

      “That’s what Heather and I want people to think.”

      Heather had heard enough. “Father, you’re an amazing businessman, but you don’t know a thing about solving crimes. That goes double for murders.”

      Allister shot back. “That may be, but I understand risk. It doesn’t take a genius to see you’re playing fast and loose with the lives of my most valuable employees.”

      “Didn’t you hear what Steve said? We orchestrated the event.”

      “Of course I heard, and that’s the problem. Despite your careful plan, someone on the island tried to kill your CFO. I can’t believe you’re so cavalier with people’s safety.”

      Steve inserted himself into the fray. “Let’s take a deep breath before we continue. Sparring with each other won’t bring us to a resolution.”

      Heather puffed out her cheeks and released the trapped air.

      Steve made sure his exhale was loud and long. He added a second deep breath for good measure.

      “I’ll mediate between you two,” said Steve. “Mr. McBlythe, what do you propose?”

      “I want you to call the police in St. Thomas and have them arrest Habib as soon as possible. I also want Heather to charter a boat and have everyone off the island by nightfall.”

      Steve held up a hand to halt Heather’s immediate reply. “Heather. What do you propose?”

      “That Father abides by our original agreement, and we continue our investigation in whatever way we determine is best.” She added a postscript. “Without his interference.”

      “That’s progress,” said Steve. “We now have a starting point. Heather, are you willing to compromise on the time we’ll stay on the island?”

      Steve prompted her with a firm nod. She grudgingly said, “I guess we could cut it short a day.”

      Steve then asked, “Mr. McBlythe, are you willing to hold off on involving the police?”

      “No.”

      Heather shot back. “Then I’ll retract my offer to end our investigation early. In fact, I’ll call the police and tell them there’s nothing illegal going on here and you’re an overprotective billionaire who received a false report from a misguided and possibly delusional employee whom you sent to spy on us. Who do you think they’ll believe? Two former cops who helped them solve a murder last year, or a man sitting in an office a thousand miles away?”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “It’s called leverage, and I have it. I’ll put my offer back on the table if you’ll negotiate in good faith.”

      Several long seconds passed. “I still want the police involved.”

      Steve nodded, so she said, “The police can come, but not until our investigation is complete.”

      “I want input into that decision.”

      “No way.”

      Steve interrupted. “Heather spoke too soon. She needs details so she can make a more informed decision.”

      “A well-informed decision is what I want to make, too. I’m coming to the island.”

      “When?”

      “Today.”

      Heather shook her head. “You couldn’t make it today, even if you tried.”

      “Then tomorrow.”

      “Give us one extra day,” said Heather. “You can fly to St. Thomas or St. Croix tomorrow and arrive by either boat or helicopter the next morning.”

      “Agreed.”

      Steve grinned. “Well done. That’s genuine progress. What have we missed?”

      Silence again settled in before Mr. McBlythe said, “I still want to end the investigation early.”

      Heather shook her head, but held her words. Steve filled the void. “When do you want your employees to leave?”

      “Thursday evening at the latest.”

      Heather countered with, “Our investigation didn’t start until last Saturday, and my people didn’t arrive until Sunday.”

      Steve burst in. “Heather wants Saturday and Allister wants Thursday. They’ll leave on Friday. That concludes negotiations.”

      The end came so fast that it left Heather and her father with nothing to say. Steve told him they were looking forward to his arrival and handed the phone back to Heather. Her father had already disconnected the call.

      She spoke with a grumble in her voice. “You gave up the extra day too soon. I could have gotten him to agree to take everyone from Boston home on Saturday.”

      Steve quirked a smile. “I didn’t tell him what time they would leave on Friday. I interpret that to mean before midnight.”

      It was an insignificant victory over her father, but a victory all the same. Heather leaned forward. “It’s times like this that make me glad you’re my business partner.”

      “That’s good, because we need to find a killer before they strike again. Let’s discuss what we know so far, but first I need some water. I’m detoxing.”

      Heather couldn’t help but chuckle. “You never detox.”

      “I’m getting a jump on what I’ll eat and drink when we get back to civilization. You didn’t tell me this makeshift fat-farm wouldn’t have dessert on the menu.” He raised an index finger. “Before we review the suspects, let’s get Habib out here and tell him we don’t think he tried to kill Malcolm.”

      “I’ll get him and bring your water.”
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      Three knocks on the door failed to yield a response from Habib. Heather tried to turn the doorknob, but it wouldn’t yield. She banged louder. “Habib, it’s Heather. Steve and I would like to speak to you.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      She didn’t blame him for being upset, but the testy conversation with her father had left her in a sour mood. “Don’t be childish. We have good news for you. We’ll wait for you on the patio, but only for the next twenty minutes. It won’t be long before the rest of the executives return from swimming and we’ll be ready for lunch.”

      “I don’t care. You’ve turned them all against me.”

      Heather didn’t expect to encounter a petulant CFO and wasn’t sure how to handle the situation. She pounded louder this time. “I refuse to shout at this door. Come out now or stay locked in there until the boat comes to pick us up. I don’t care.”

      “You said the police would come for me.”

      “Steve and I will explain when you come outside. I’ll have a glass of cold water waiting for you.” She spun on the heel of her bare foot and stomped toward the kitchen. The click of the lock on Habib’s door sounded behind her.

      Habib came to a stop as she was filling two regular glasses and a larger one for Steve with ice and water. She handed him two of them. “One for you and the big one for Steve.”

      He took them and tilted his head. “I don’t understand. One minute you tell me I’m under some sort of house arrest and the next you insist I come out of my room.”

      “Take Steve his water and we’ll explain.”

      Heather slid the patio door shut behind her as Steve sat in the shade. “Ah. There you are, Habib. How’s the room?”

      “I’m not used to having my freedom restricted. Otherwise, it’s a very nice room. I brought your water.”

      “Excellent. Pull up a chair and let’s talk. I can tell by the sound of ice in your glass that you have something to drink. Isn’t it nice on the patio? I love the sound of the breeze as it rustles the palm fronds. I can also hear the voices of the people in the bay. They’re having some sort of swimming contest.”

      “I’m thankful that didn’t include me.”

      Steve let out a chuckle. “You’re finding things to be thankful for. Well done.”

      Habib flashed a quizzical look at Heather before returning his gaze to Steve. “Am I in trouble or not?”

      “Yes, and no. We want everyone to believe you are, but we know someone tampered with one of the pugil sticks to make it look like you tried to inflict serious harm on Malcolm.”

      Heather asked, “Who would do something like that?”

      Habib shrugged. “No idea.”

      Steve took over again. “There’s no doubt someone tried to pin the blame on you.”

      “But why?”

      “That’s what Heather and I are trying to find out. Do you think they intended you and not Malcolm to be harmed or possibly killed?”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “The double switch of the pugil sticks. If I hadn’t told you and Malcolm to change sticks at the last minute, he would have had the weapon with the knife strapped to it. You experienced how skilled he was in its use. He could have killed you before he realized there was a knife attached.”

      A shudder coursed through Habib. “That’s not a pleasant thought.”

      “Not at all,” said Heather. “Did you know Malcolm before he arrived on the island?”

      “I looked him up on your company’s website, but I’d never met him.”

      Steve asked, “What about any of Heather’s other department heads?”

      “Only what I gleaned on the computer.”

      “That’s what I thought,” said Steve before he added, “Here’s what we want to do in case you were the intended victim. It’s a simple assignment. We want you to stay in your room a while longer.”

      Heather quickly added, “It’s for your protection.”

      “Just in case,” said Steve. “By the way, do you have any fresh ideas about who could have altered the pugil stick?”

      Habib answered with a shake of his head, which prompted Heather to tell Steve about the non-verbal response.

      “Sorry,” said Habib. “I’m not used to communicating with a blind person.”

      Steve flipped away the apology. “No offense meant and none taken.”

      Habib dipped his chin and cast his gaze to Heather. “Might I ask a favor?”

      “Sure. You’re doing us a favor by staying in your room.”

      “Might I have some books to read? I noticed several on the shelves in the living room.”

      “Of course. Take all you want to your room.”

      “Before you go,” said Steve. “Heather tells me you displayed rage at the contest with Malcolm. Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ve had two other fights since your arrival. Have you always had trouble controlling your temper?”

      “It is my biggest weakness and has caused me untold shame. I thought it was under control, but so many things this week caused me to act irrationally.”

      “What things?”

      “It started with the intolerable flights and boat ride. Next came the heat and humidity of the island, the fatigue caused by exercise, having to learn to swim, the pressure of having to fight for my job, family pressure, and defending my dissertation. All these squeezed my mind like a vice.”

      Steve nodded. “You’ve earned a break. Go to your room and lock the door. Don’t think of it as punishment, but as a sabbatical from all your problems.”

      Habib stood. “I’ll tell myself I’m locking the world out instead of locking myself in.”

      “It’s only for a couple of days,” said Heather.

      “Two days of peace and rest. It sounds like heaven when I say it out loud.”

      Habib rose, but Heather remained seated. He asked, “Aren’t you going to escort me to my room?”

      “Why should I? You’re on vacation, not under arrest.”

      Thirty seconds later, Steve asked, “Did he return to his room?”

      “He’s still in the living room picking out books.”

      “Let me know when he’s gone, and we’ll review the suspects.”
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      Steve took a long drink from his glass of water before lowering it to the patio. Heather had spent a few minutes organizing her thoughts while monitoring Habib’s movements in the living room. She turned to Steve. “He took a stack of books and a couple of magazines back to his room.”

      “The first thing we need to do is provide a room for your father. He’s supposed to be here in two days, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he shows up tomorrow.”

      “What makes you think he’ll arrive early?”

      “Because it’s something you’d do. He didn’t enjoy not getting his way on everything. He’ll also realize that you outfoxed him on when his employees will leave the island.”

      “Me? You’re the one who shouted ‘Friday!’ and closed the discussion.”

      Steve chuckled. “Yeah. That was a nice touch. He’ll blame you all the same. Expect him to be here tomorrow afternoon.”

      Heather released a huff. “You’re probably right about him doing something I won’t be able to stop. I hope he doesn’t come with the police.”

      Steve reached down and picked up his glass of water again. “We’re short a bedroom in the main house. Matt will need to go to the men’s bungalow tomorrow morning.”

      Heather’s words came out sounding sharp. “If Father comes tomorrow, he can share a room with someone in the bungalow. It will serve him right for violating the terms of the agreement.”

      Steve shook his head. “You’re thinking with your emotions. We have a sales job to do, and it doesn’t include poking the bear who happens to be your father. There’s nothing we can do if he insists his employees leave the island, by boat or helicopter. Like it or not, we have to make him believe we’re close to solving at least two crimes, and possibly all three.”

      “You’re counting the knife attached to the pugil stick as the third.”

      “Correct.”

      Heather knew Steve spoke words of wisdom about her father, but she didn’t like it. Her next words came out like they were being dragged by a rope. “All right. Matt goes to the bungalow tomorrow, and Father takes his room.”

      Steve reminded her of something that had slipped her mind. “Don’t forget that your father has the connections that allowed us to use this island. That makes him responsible for what takes place here. I’m sure that inconvenient fact hasn’t escaped his mind.”

      Heather held up both hands in surrender. “You made your point. Let’s move on. Who do you want to talk about first?”

      He answered her question but not directly. “Before we start, I’ve heard no one talk about Clyde or his problem. Is it safe to say the remedies worked?”

      “Much better than expected. Louis Crane saw how much cooler the loss of hair made Clyde and showed up at yoga this morning without a visible follicle. It made him look like he hadn’t gone through puberty.”

      “I had him pictured as being a computer geek with wild hair and a scraggly beard.”

      “That’s the way I described him to you. Louis told me he doesn’t much care what he looks like and needed to do something about heat rash. Clyde set the example of how to make the stay here more comfortable. Now there’s three slick Willies on the island.”

      Steve didn’t cover his grin. “Clyde might set a fashion trend.”

      “The best thing that’s come out of our time on the island is nobody shuns Clyde anymore, especially Janice.”

      Steve got down to business. “Let’s agree that we’re talking about three crimes.” He held up his thumb. “First, stolen company secrets. I believe there’s sufficient evidence and testimony to verify at least one person stole and sold information from your father’s company.”

      “I agree,” said Heather. “I find it interesting that there’s been no recent reports.”

      “Good point,” said Steve. “We’ll discuss that later.” He unfurled his index finger. “The second crime is the assault and resulting murder of Reggie Scott in the parking garage. You and I verified that was the original crime scene.”

      “We didn’t determine it was the original crime scene. You did. That gift of associative chromesthesia gives me the shakes every time you use it.”

      “Me, too. Imagine what it’s like living in a dark world and suddenly you can see red or some variation of it.”

      A few seconds passed before Steve held up the next finger. “Third. Someone tampered with the pugil stick and turned it into a lethal weapon.”

      “It was likely intended for Habib to be the victim, not Malcolm,” said Heather.

      “That’s a reasonable assumption. We need to come up with a plan to discover who did it. Let’s also brainstorm reasons someone would want to set up Habib.”

      Steve turned toward the beach. “Everyone is getting out of the water. It won’t be long before they take showers and come to lunch. We won’t have time to complete our review of suspects until this afternoon. What’s on their schedule?”

      Heather shifted gears mentally. “Showers, lunch, another three-hour session of two-person problem solving. Then, beach volleyball, followed by showers and dinner.”

      Steve drained his glass of water before lowering it back to the deck. “What we don’t finish in the next few minutes, we’ll take up while they’re wearing themselves out playing volleyball.”

      A random thought escaped Steve. “We talked a little about Clyde. Are you sure there’s no problem with odor now?”

      “He’s careful to shower at least three times a day, but so far I’ve smelled nothing but soap and antiperspirant concoctions. The only problem he and Janice have is getting enough sleep. I’m blaming it on the late night walks on the beach.”

      “Have you noticed anyone else wandering around after supper?”

      “Only the two lovebirds.”

      Heather could tell by his one-syllable use of huh that something had crossed his mind. He confirmed it when he asked, “Where did you store the pugil sticks last night?”

      “On the patio. They were off to the side with the fishing gear.”

      The importance of the question hit Heather. “Janice had access to the sticks and an excuse to be out in the middle of the night. She could have left her bungalow any time during the night and people would have thought she was meeting Clyde.”

      “Do you know what time they went back to the bungalow?”

      “I went to bed at eleven. They were sitting under the stars when I last saw them.”

      “Sitting?” asked Steve with a chuckle.

      “More like leaning back on their elbows, but I only glanced.”

      Heather wanted to use the time wisely, so she said, “Since we’re already talking about Janice, what are your thoughts about her?”

      “She’s near the bottom of my suspect list.”

      “What about this new information that she could have tampered with the pugil sticks?”

      Steve gave a quick response. “So could anyone else. The disadvantage to mentally and physically wearing people out is they’re likely to go to bed early and sleep soundly. It would be easy for anyone to rise in the middle of the night and rework the stick.”

      “True, but Janice was already awake.”

      “Don’t misunderstand me,” said Steve. “She’s still on my list of suspects. All I’m saying is I can’t find a motive for her committing any of the three crimes. She’s well paid, the top person in her department, and was content with everything but her love life. That was lacking until Clyde arrived and…” His words trailed off.

      “What is it?”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “Have you heard anything about Janice and Reggie Scott having a relationship? Wasn’t he single?”

      “Yes, but I’m not sure anyone on the island would know if they were spending time together in their off hours.”

      Steve came back with, “Janice knows how to keep secrets.” He took a quick breath. “I bet Dorcas would know.”

      “You’re probably right, but she’s not been very forthcoming since we pressured her for information. Her loyalty to my father is back stronger than ever.”

      “Would your father know if they were involved?”

      “He can’t stand to talk about office romances.”

      Steve jerked his head up. “It may be out of character for him to ask, but Dorcas will tell your father anything he asks her.”

      “Does that mean you’re moving Janice up on your list of suspects?”

      “If Janice and Reggie were romantically involved, and he dumped her, that could give her a powerful motive. I can imagine a shrewd woman like her trying to implicate others, especially Habib.”

      Steve issued a word of caution. “Even if Janice and Reggie were involved, that’s not proof enough for the police to charge her.”

      Steve had hit on a major problem. Janice was nobody’s fool, and if she attacked Reggie, she’d plan it out and cover her tracks. Getting an admission of guilt from such a seasoned attorney would be as likely as snow falling on the island that afternoon.

      Heather’s gaze shifted as the water-soaked executives trudged up the hill. Most headed for the bungalows. The exceptions were Janice and Clyde, who came to the patio bearing snorkeling equipment and heavy stringers of fish. They were mostly dry, and Janice explained the reason. “It didn’t take long for us to spear all we needed for today. We took a short walk, found a shady spot, and took a nap.”

      Clyde’s smile made Heather wonder if Janice had given a full report on their activities. He cleared his throat and said, “We need to clean these fish.”

      The door slid shut behind them and Heather whispered her thoughts. “I hope she doesn’t break Clyde’s heart.”

      “And you accused me of being a romantic,” said Steve.

      Bella arrived, climbed the patio steps, and pulled off her wet shirt, revealing a perfectly sculpted body covered by a none-too-modest two-piece bathing suit. She would have been more discreet in front of her father. Steve’s blindness had a way of reducing her modesty. Likewise, Heather had grown so used to Steve’s loss of vision that she thought nothing of wearing sleepwear in front of him.

      Steve must have recognized the sound of her footsteps because he launched into his first question. “Who’s the strongest swimmer?”

      Bella wrung the water out of her quick-dry shirt. “Louise King, and it wasn’t close. She went to college on a swimming scholarship and swims almost daily.”

      Heather said, “Swimming and computers are her passions.”

      Steve asked, “Are the others holding up physically?”

      “The water and sun took a lot out of them. Louis Crane developed leg cramps. Matt put him in the shade, gave him a liter of cold water, and fed him a banana. I thought Bob Brown was struggling, but he was pacing himself.”

      Steve shifted in his chair. “Does Matt think we’re pushing them too hard?”

      “Not if we keep them out of the midday sun. He believes most will acclimate to the heat, humidity, and schedule by tomorrow.” Bella wadded her shirt into a ball. “I need to get the salt water off me and out of my clothes. Is there anything else?”

      “One more thing,” said Steve. “Have you heard anyone talk about the case?”

      “Whispers,” said Bella.

      “Oh?”

      “About half believe Habib is responsible for what happened today and they’re glad he’s locked in his room. Others aren’t convinced, and some don’t seem to care. They’re just trying to make it through the week.”

      “Thanks, Bella,” said Heather. “Keep looking and listening. You’re helping more than you think you are.”

      “The only thing that could make this island better is if Adam was here. Otherwise, who can complain about getting great exercise, wonderful food, and watching you two solve crimes?”

      It was Steve’s turn to speak. “We’ll try to live up to your expectations.”

      Lunch was a quiet event. Next came hours of brain-stretching problems to solve, followed by beach volleyball for the executives. During the contests, Heather and Steve spent two hours reviewing the four primary suspects: Habib Patel, Bob Brown, Janice Peltier, and Louis Crane. They concluded that the best course of action was to ask Heather’s father to question Dorcas and see if she knew more than she had been willing to tell them. Steve believed Allister would arrive the next day. She wasn’t so sure.

      By the end of the day, Heather began to question Bella’s confidence in her and Steve. She went to bed and tried to assign motives to each suspect. Her pillow seemed to pull her downward.

      Heather believed she awoke to the sound of beating helicopter rotors outside the home. She went outside and saw her father striding across the yard, his face stern, as yoga mats flew into the air. Two policemen in uniform followed close behind Mr. Allister McBlythe IV.

      She shook her head like a dog would after chasing a stick into a pond. She looked at her watch and realized her father’s arrival was only a dream. Or was it a look into the future? Either way, her confidence in solving the cases flowed out on the tide.

      Perhaps Steve had come up with a plan. She rose and crept barefoot into the living room. He hadn’t moved from the recliner. Sonorous breaths were deep and regular. If he’d had a revelation on how to proceed, it would need to wait until daylight peeked over the island’s tall hill.
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      It was out of the ordinary for Heather not to rise from a night’s sleep when her alarm first sounded. It was also highly unusual for her alarm to be followed by a man’s voice calling for help. She threw back the covers, sprang from the bed, and made for the living room. Luckily, she’d worn pajamas that were modest compared to the lingerie she normally wore.

      Steve lowered the recliner’s footrest and sat up straight as he groped to find his sunglasses. Matt stood by the sliding glass door with Louis Crane’s arm draped over his broad shoulders. Her personal trainer offered a word of explanation. “I found him by the patio steps. There’s blood on the back of his head.”

      “What happened?” asked Louis. The slurring of his speech reminded Heather of dealing with drunks when she wore the badge of a Boston police officer.

      “Bring him to the couch,” said Heather.

      Pearl appeared from the kitchen. She had a dishtowel draped over her shoulder and offered it. Heather said, “Bring an icepack.” The chef beat a quick retreat to the kitchen.

      “Let's look at his head,” said Heather. Matt stopped and helped Louis sit on the couch. She maneuvered to inspect his head. “The cut looks small and shallow. There’s a nice lump rising, which is a good sign. I’m glad you shaved your head. I can see everything without having to move your hair out of the way.

      She stood in front of him and held up her hand with fingers spread. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “All five on your right hand.”

      “Very good. Follow my finger with your eyes. Don’t move your head.” Heather watched as his eyes moved in unison with her finger. “Your pupils look even and you’re able to follow my finger. How do you feel?”

      “Better than I did a few minutes ago. Did a coconut fall on me?”

      Heather shifted her gaze to Matt, who said, “I didn’t see one, but it was still dark.”

      Bella came into the living room dressed for yoga. “What’s going on?”

      Steve answered, “That’s what Heather’s trying to find out. You and Matt go outside and look for something that could have struck Louis.”

      Pearl appeared with crushed ice inside a plastic bag and a folded dishtowel. Heather took them from her, wrapped the bag of ice in the towel, and handed it to Louis. “Can you hold this on the lump?”

      He grimaced when the icepack pressed on the back of his head, but he left it in place. Heather then asked, “Do you feel dizzy?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Is your vision blurred?”

      “No. Everything’s clear.”

      “Close one eye, and then the other, and tell me if one is clearer than the other.”

      He did as instructed, then said, “Nope. All clear in both eyes.”

      “Good. Can you tell us what happened?”

      “Beats me. One minute I’m taking the first step up to the patio and the next I’m lying in the yard with a shooting pain in my head.”

      Steve took over. “Did you hear, see, or smell anything?”

      “Not that I recall. I went out early to put the yoga mats in the yard.”

      Heather checked his eyes again. “No yoga for you today. You’ll need to take it easy.”

      “Bummer. I was getting into the stretching and meditation. It’s pretty nice to take your mind out of gear and chill.”

      Steve wasn’t giving up on trying to gather information. “With injuries of this type, it’s not unusual for people to remember things after the pain subsides. If you recall anything else about what happened, tell Heather or me about it. Don’t worry if it makes little sense or you think it’s not important. We want to hear anything and everything.”

      Bella and Matt opened the patio door. Bella motioned for Heather to come outside. She nudged Steve on the way and whispered. “Come outside.”

      Heather shut the door behind them. Matt did the talking. “No coconuts.”

      Bella took over. “The only thing we found was the priest. It was on top of one of the spearguns.”

      Matt added his contribution to the story of the search. “Bella told me not to touch it. She said it looks like it might have blood on it.”

      Bella quickly added, “It’s probably fish blood, but I didn’t want to risk contaminating the evidence.”

      “Good girl,” said Steve. “Heather will bag and tag it. That bat could be a crucial piece of evidence. Let’s get back inside.”

      Once the door slid shut behind them, Steve asked, “Is everyone who knows Louis received a bump on the head where they can hear me?”

      “All but Pearl,” said Heather. “She’s in the kitchen.”

      “Get her. We don’t have much time before the others show up.”

      Heather scurried to the kitchen and soon returned with the chef. Pearl announced, “Coffee’s ready if anyone wants a cup before Yoga.”

      Steve ignored the offer. “Listen, everyone. Louis slipped going up the stairs and fell backward.”

      “I did?”

      Heather knew this was the story Steve wanted to spread, so she played along. “Louis first thought a coconut fell on him, but Bella and Matt found nothing when they searched. The only plausible explanation is he slipped and hit his head.”

      Bella chimed in. “That’s right. We both searched the yard. No coconuts.”

      Pearl might have wondered why she had to hear the announcement, but simply shrugged and went back to the kitchen. Heather followed her and came back with a plastic trash bag. She walked to the door and placed her hand on the handle. Bella followed her and whispered, “I’ll get it. People are arriving from the bungalows, and you’re not exactly dressed to bag evidence or do yoga.”

      A huff of exasperation came from Heather as she looked down at her sleepwear. “Start yoga without me after you retrieve the bat. I need to talk to Steve and drink a cup of coffee. Not necessarily in that order.”

      The day started out of sequence and continued that way. Heather grabbed a cup of coffee on the way to the bedroom and started on it before she put on her exercise clothes and brushed her teeth. She then went to the living room where Steve had an assignment that prevented her from taking part in yoga for the time being.

      “Are there chairs on the beach?” he asked.

      “There’s two Adirondack chairs under a palm tree near the water and the pier.”

      “That’s perfect. Take me there and leave me. I was waiting for someone to make a mistake. I believe they did.”

      Heather waited until they were halfway down the hill before she said, “You’re on the verge of a breakthrough. When are you planning on telling me?”

      “I need several hours of uninterrupted thinking to make sure all the pieces fit together.”

      A tingle went up Heather’s spine. “How sure are you?”

      “Ninety-nine percent, give or take. We may need help from your father to seal the deal. I’m glad he’s coming.”

      “I dreamed he came by helicopter with two burly policemen.”

      “Detectives or uniformed?”

      “They were both Matt’s size and wore dress uniforms.”

      Steve shook his head. “Cancel that portion of the dream. Send detectives if you have to, but I don’t think we’ll need them.”

      Heather settled him in the chair as waves lapped to shore a short distance away. “Do you need anything else?”

      Steve didn’t respond. He’d already placed himself in a world that shut out sound. It occurred to her on the trip up the hill that two members of the Boston staff wouldn’t be present for the day’s activities and challenges. Habib was pretending to be under house arrest while Louis would spend the morning with an ice pack on the back of his head. She’d need to check on him periodically to make sure he hadn’t suffered a concussion. What would her father think? Perhaps he wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow.

      Heather let out a laugh and spoke out loud to herself. “Fat chance of that. He’s likely halfway to St. Croix already.”

      She made it to the front yard and tried to still her mind. Yoga might help, so she assumed all the positions on Bella’s command, but her mind wouldn’t cooperate. Thoughts of suspects and possibilities of matching people with crimes spun her thoughts as if they were on the last cycle of a washing machine.

      The session seemed to go on forever. The facts simply wouldn’t go into an order that made any sense. She finally gave up and decided if yoga wouldn’t help her think clearly, perhaps a couple of hard runs up the mountain would do the trick. She led the pack and tacked on a third hill climb for good measure. Some joined her for the extra trip, including Janice and Clyde.

      The two stopped at the house after their third hill climb to gather snorkeling gear and spearguns. They ran down the hill, slipped off their shoes and socks, and plunged into the water. Once again, Heather hoped Janice hadn’t done something stupid back in Boston. She’d never seen Clyde so happy.

      Heather followed the couple’s lead and cooled off by taking a quick dip in the bay. She stopped where Steve sat. “Are you ready to go back to the house?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. I’m enjoying listening to the lovebirds swim. Janice announced her first catch of the day. I didn’t know if she was talking about Clyde or a fish.”

      “I’m guessing both,” said Heather.

      Steve shifted in the chair. “I’ll get Bella to bring me up the hill. You’d better prepare to receive your father. Whatever you do, don’t get into a fight with him. I’m more convinced than ever that we need him to solve these crimes.”

      “I might have to bite my tongue. We both know how to push each other’s buttons.”

      “Then wear shorts with deep pockets and keep your hands in them. No button-pushing today.”

      “That’s never worked in the past, but I’ll try to behave myself.” She considered leaving him alone with his thoughts but only made it one step. “I’m sensing you’ve solved the crimes.”

      Steve gave his head a slow nod. “Evidence is in short supply.”

      “What about motive?”

      “That’s what we need your father’s help with. There may not be enough hard evidence.” He reached and patted the arm of the chair next to his. “Have a seat. If we were playing poker, this is when I’d show you my cards.”

      “I was wondering how long I’d have to wait.”

      “If your father arrives today, and he agrees to our plan, we should wrap these cases up tonight.”

      This was the moment Heather had been waiting for. One by one, Steve reviewed the crimes, the suspects, and possible motives. The session took the better part of an hour.

      Heather did her part by challenging him on every conclusion he’d reached. It was the attorney coming out of her, and Steve said he appreciated it. Better to face tough questions by a trusted colleague than be wrong and accuse the wrong person.

      They were down to the motive for the assault at daybreak when Steve raised his chin. With dark glasses on, he seemed to look out to sea. “Unless I’m hearing things, your father is approaching from the direction of St. Thomas. Do you see a helicopter?”

      Heather shaded her eyes with her hand. Steve was right again. “Let’s hope he’s in a mood to listen to us.”

      Steve’s feet found his sandals and slipped them on. “It’s a simple plan, and your father’s a reasonable man. If I miss anything, you can add to it. I hope your acting skills are in excellent form.”
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      The thump-thump of the helicopter’s rotors sounded as Heather looked over her shoulder. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she shouted. “I didn’t tell anyone to pick up the yoga mats before I attacked the hill this morning. The yard is where the helicopter will land.”

      She let go of Steve. “Stay here. I need to wave off the landing.”

      “Go on. I’ll find my way.”

      Heather sprinted up the hill, waving her arms, making frantic X’s. The pilot either didn’t see her, paid no attention, or was under instructions from her father to land. Regardless, mats fluttered and folded. The pilot must have had extensive military training as he came in fast before lifting the nose and settling the skids on the giant H painted in white on the grass.

      Mats flew in every direction, some going skyward, and one stuck in the top of the palm tree that shaded the patio. The back door to the helicopter opened and out popped her father with an overnight bag. He reached behind him and extracted two large wooden boxes and sat them on the ground. Once out from under the path of the beating blades, he crossed the yard and climbed the steps to the patio.

      Rotors increased in velocity as soon as the lone passenger was clear. As quickly as it had arrived, the chopper lifted off the ground. It turned to face the bay and pointed toward the water as it rose.

      Heather fumed when she scanned the landscape. Mats lay scattered as if a waterspout had paid a quick visit. She jogged up the patio’s steps and approached her father, who was pulling a comb through his gray hair. “Was that necessary?”

      He answered her question with one of his own. “Don’t you know that helicopter pads are to be free of obstructions at all times?”

      “You could have told the pilot to circle. This isn’t a war zone.”

      “Are you sure? The reports I’ve received tell me there’ve been multiple instances of violence since you arrived.”

      “Nothing that we haven’t handled.”

      Heather looked away and noticed the patio door stood open. Inside were the executives from both offices. There had been no attempt from her or her father to muffle their words. Some seemed to enjoy the display of raw emotions, their smirks giving evidence to the fact that she and her father were mere mortals.

      The tap of Steve’s cane sounded from behind her. “Hello, Mr. McBlythe. How were your flights?”

      “Satisfactory. I wish I could say the same about the investigation.”

      Heather attempted to change the mood. She noticed her father’s personal assistant standing in the doorway. “Dorcas, would you mind taking Father’s bag and showing him to his room?”

      “My pleasure,” she replied as she addressed her boss. “I cleaned your room, bathroom, and made sure there are fresh sheets on your bed.”

      “Thank you.”

      Steve spoke next. “Once you get settled, we’ll have lunch.”

      “Everyone?” asked Allister.

      “All but Habib Patel,” said Heather. “He takes meals in his room.”

      Allister responded with a grunt that could mean anything.

      Heather wanted Dorcas to perform one more task. “Would you mind introducing Father to my employees? I’m sure he knows them by name, but he hasn’t met them in person.”

      Dorcas gave her head a rather regal nod. “Of course.”

      Heather and Steve waited outside while her father took time to speak to each of his employees and those from Texas.

      Steve leaned into her. “So far, so good.”

      “I have my fingers crossed.”

      “Let’s take things slow and allow the island to work its magic.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “Your father likes to be in control. The last time I spoke with him, he said he wanted to spend time with everyone from both offices.”

      She suspected Steve hadn’t told her everything. “When did you speak with him?”

      “This morning while you were running up and down the big hill.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wanted you to have a natural reaction to things.” He chuckled. “You didn’t realize it, but everyone but you stacked their mats on the porch before they ran up the big hill.”

      “Did you put them back in the yard?”

      “It was mostly Bella. I wanted your father to make a dramatic arrival. One more thing to distract the killer.”

      Heather shook her head and stared at him. “Your secrets are going to be the death of me. Now I have to get a yoga mat out of the top of a palm tree.”

      Steve shrugged. “That’s easy. Make getting it down the first challenge of the afternoon. Whoever comes up with the best solution has their option of playing beach volleyball or resting in the shade.”

      Since the palm tree didn’t provide enough shade for the long table, they took the noon meal inside. Heather surrendered her seat at the head of the table to her father. Steve anchored the other end with Bella at his right hand. Conversation ceased as the group dug into lunch.

      Steve expressed Heather’s sentiments when he said, “I was wondering if I’d tire of eating so much fresh fish. The answer is a definite no. I’m so thankful for the skill of Clyde and Janice in providing the fish and Pearl amazing us with the variety of dishes she cooks.”

      Allister put his fork down and swallowed. “I’ve never tasted better. This gives me hope that something good will come out of this retreat.”

      Janice spoke up. “I’m not sure I could stand it if things were any better.”

      Clyde’s shaved head dipped. Heather never thought she’d see the bulldog attorney blush, but his face took on the color of pink rose petals.

      “Knock it off, you two,” said Bob Brown.

      Heather challenged him. “I may be wrong, but are you missing someone back in Boston?”

      “More than you know. It’s amazing how much this trip has straightened out my thinking.”

      Allister looked at his acquisition specialist. “I’d like to hear more about that in private.” He cast his gaze to the employees from both offices. “In fact, I’d like to meet with each of you privately this afternoon.”

      Steve spoke from the far end of the table. “Great idea. Heather can arrange a schedule. How long would you like each interview to last?”

      Heather spoke up. “Since we’re on island time, why don’t I post a list of names, but leave it up to Father to decide how long each interview will last?”

      Her father leaned back, took in a deep breath, and released it. “I’ve been rushing to and from appointments all my life. Perhaps it’s time to slow down. The idea of being on island time appeals to me.” He faced Heather. “When everyone’s finished with lunch, I’ll start with Habib in his room. It seems he has the most to answer for.”

      Heather made a point of looking to see how those assembled around the table reacted to her father’s words. Janice looked at Clyde with raised eyebrows. Bob Brown either took the news in stride or had other things on his mind. Louis Crane shifted his gaze from left to right, before taking another bite of blackened fish.

      As for Heather’s employees, her CFO gave a slight nod. Was he signaling he believed he had the inside track on keeping his job? Perhaps.

      Louise King cast a quick glance toward her counterpart in information technology, Louis Crane. No change in facial expression occurred.

      Heather concluded they were a tough group to read. Not surprising for a gathering of top professionals.

      The meal concluded with a round of applause given to Pearl. The rotating schedule meant washing dishes and cleaning the kitchen went to Heather’s employees. It came as a mild surprise that Janice and Clyde volunteered to help. She explained by saying, “It took so little time to get fish this morning that we feel guilty for not doing more to help.”

      Louise King chimed in with a proverb. “My mother always told me that many hands make for light work. Count me in for helping clean the kitchen.”

      Bob Brown asked, “Would it be all right if I went fishing instead of playing volleyball this afternoon?”

      Heather answered, “That depends. If you and Brent win the first brain challenge of the afternoon, you can do whatever you want during the time you normally play volleyball.”

      “Anything we want?” asked Brent.

      Steve spoke up. “You need to stay in sight.”

      Allister joined in. “I’m the one responsible for that island rule. After the incident with the knife, I decided it’s best to monitor your whereabouts. It’s not meant to spy, but to protect you from potential harm.”

      “That’s fine with me,” said Brent. “Even if Bob and I win the competition, I’d like to play beach volleyball. What’s the challenge?”

      Heather rose from her chair. “Everyone come out on the patio and I’ll tell you.”

      Chairs slid backward on the tile floor as the gathering rose and walked to the patio door. Once outside, Heather gave the assignment. “Wind from the helicopter sent the yoga mats flying. Those of you who aren’t cleaning the kitchen will gather the mats and return them to the deck. Once completed, you’ll divide into your two-person teams and solve today’s first brain challenge.” She pointed to the top of the palm tree. “You’re to develop a plan to retrieve the mat lodged in the fronds of this tree. You cannot cause damage to the mat, the tree, or any other natural vegetation.”

      Heather added, “You must submit your plan before attempting to retrieve the mat.”

      The group filed back inside and cleared the table. Steve waited in the recliner he’d claimed as his own. It was either the sound of her footfalls or the smell of Bella’s lavender-scented soap that caused him to hold up a hand to signal the young woman to stop.

      She knelt by his side. “What can I do for you, boss?”

      It wasn’t unusual for Bella to give him this title when he included her in one of their investigations.

      He crooked a finger and motioned for her to lean close. Heather couldn’t make out a word. He kept talking while Bella jerked back and said, “Really? That’s…” Tears choked off any additional words.

      After planting a kiss on Steve’s cheek, Bella made for her room.

      Heather took Bella’s place beside Steve. She tried to sound serious. “That’s one secret too many, Mr. Smiley. What did you tell Bella?”

      He wagged an index finger from side to side. “No, you don’t. It’s an island secret.”

      Heather lowered her voice. “I can read Bella. Those were tears of joy. What have you done?”

      He grinned. “I’m reclaiming my title as the top romantic on the island. Adam’s flying in from Puerto Rico tomorrow morning. He’s meeting her at the airport on St. Thomas.”

      The shock of the announcement soon wore off. Heather didn’t know whether to hug him or lambaste him for keeping one more thing from her. For once, she practiced restraint. “What time is Bella leaving?”

      “I’m not sure when the police helicopter will be here to pick them up. Sometime tomorrow morning. I thought Bella would get a kick out of helping transport a prisoner.”

      Steve kept talking. “By the way, I need to talk to you about tonight.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, let’s go back to the beach and I’ll fill you in on other details. I’ve been thinking so hard it occurred to me that I forgot to tell you who committed the crimes. I hope you can forgive me—again. Old habits are hard to break.”

      Heather clenched her teeth to keep her anger from spilling out in words she would later regret. She put Steve’s hand on her forearm and led him to the chairs on the beach. Without saying a word, she left him there and walked away. She’d need to have another long talk with Steve, but not until she brought her emotions under control. She stepped to the pier, and continued on until she stood on the last plank. While looking out to sea, she took in a huge breath and screamed as loud and long as she could.

      After easing herself down and dangling her feet over water so clear it seemed unreal, she stared at the fish and wondered why she was so angry. Steve always told her everything she really needed to know, but not on her timeline. He’d done the same thing to every partner he’d ever worked with when he was a homicide detective. It was a part of Steve she didn’t particularly like, but she couldn’t deny his results.

      Her thoughts went to her employees. She did virtually the same thing to them on this trip by not divulging the real reason for them being on the island. Steve had said that the best way to keep a secret is to tell no one. They both had practiced that simple truth.

      She rose and walked on the weathered wood back to shore. Heather eased down in the chair beside him. He asked, “Are you all right?”

      “I am, but I won’t be if you don’t start talking.”

      Steve’s stomach jiggled. It was a prelude to laughter spilling out. “You and your father are so much alike. He insisted I tell him everything, just like you are.”

      “That’s what partners are supposed to do.”

      Ignoring her dig, Steve dragged a hand down his cheek. “It’s going to be tricky, but I believe we have an excellent opportunity to get a confession tonight.”

      Time lost its meaning as Steve explained all as the waves washed to shore.
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      Heather patted Steve’s hand at the conclusion of his explanation. She rose from her chair before speaking. “Confessions are hard to extract from shrewd people. I hope you’re right about how everyone will react.” She looked toward the house on the hill. “I need to check on the teams working on the challenge.”

      “Who do you think will win?”

      Heather considered the participants before stating, “Clyde and Janice. They’re both brilliant. Legal training helps people come up with unique solutions to tough problems.”

      “You may be right, but I don’t believe they’ll win this time.”

      “Why not?”

      “They’re too distracted. I didn’t turn into a decent cop until Maggie and I were married for five years.” He scratched his head. “Or was it six?”

      While she’d used cold logic to form an answer, Steve looked at the bigger picture, which included deep emotions. That ability set him apart from anyone she’d ever known; he could see more facets of people even though he was blind.

      When she arrived at the house, the teams were all inside. Bob and Brent must have finished early as they were both napping. Louise sat at the table reading a book while Louis, the second IT expert, sat on the couch with feet thrust forward, snoring. Janice and Clyde were nowhere in sight.

      Malcolm Swift, Heather’s CFO, stood and stretched. “I came up with a plan for getting the mat down, but it’s not very good.”

      Instead of responding to Malcolm’s comment, she asked, “Do you know where Clyde and Janice are?”

      “They said they were going for a walk. Their solution to the problem is on the table.”

      The conversation roused those sleeping. Heather gathered the proposals and went onto the patio to read them. All were short, including Clyde and Janice’s two sentences. Shoot it with a speargun. Make sure the line is long enough and drag it down.

      It was a workable solution, but one that would damage the mat. Not good enough, and Steve was right again. One down and three to go.

      She read Malcolm’s. He proposed finding downed branches, lashing them end to end until they were long enough to reach the top of the tree and dislodge the mat. This might work, but would require a multi-part, unwieldy pole. Her company money-man was right. It wasn’t a good solution.

      The third solution came from the two computer geeks and didn’t deserve a second look. Either wait for a tropical storm or we’ll buy you a new one.

      Hope for a decent solution was running low when Heather read Bob and Brent’s proposal to save the mat. Cast a fishing weight over the mat, snag the edge, and slowly slide it off the frond.

      She went inside and declared the two procurement specialists the winners. They would both receive their previously stated desires. Bob could fish while Brent played beach volleyball. None of the losers seemed disappointed, and all cheered as Bob put his solution to the test. The mat fluttered down and saved Bob steps by landing on the deck. If only all problems were so easy to fix.

      An hour remained before beach volleyball. Steve still sat in the shade near the water, clearly visible in a royal purple shirt. She didn’t have the heart to tell him the penguins sliding down large chunks of ice didn’t match the tropical theme of his other shirts.

      A passing thought went through her mind. Should she assign the teams another brain-teaser? The question fled faster than it had arrived. The executives from both offices deserved a break. She announced, “You’re free to do whatever you want until it’s time for volleyball.”

      The executives thanked her. Those that had spoken with her father retreated to their bungalows. When she reentered the main house, her father was waiting. “That was nice of you.” He pointed toward the deck. “Let’s go outside.”

      “It’s warmer than what you’re used to.”

      “Good. I spend far too much time indoors.”

      The ever-present breeze provided the perfect amount of cooling. Her father closed his eyes and allowed his normally rigid posture to droop. He spoke in a soft tone. “Your mother didn’t like the tropics.”

      The statement took her aback. “How could anyone not enjoy this?”

      “She didn’t allow herself to. I was just as bad until I became interested in investing in cruise lines. It helped that you told me the only way to investigate the different companies was to get on their ships. The voyages gave me enough time to grieve and to open my eyes to something besides spreadsheets and prospectus reports.”

      The conversation wasn’t what Heather expected. Was her father trying to tell her something? Her natural inclination was to make her questions direct and to the point. This time, something told her to hold off.

      Her father talked about several of the cruises he’d taken and which companies he’d purchased stock in. As usual, he’d made timely investments and the returns exceeded his expectations.

      She limited her questions and waited for him to broach whatever was on his mind. After a few seconds, he lifted his chin and sat up straight. “I’ve been rambling.”

      “That’s fine. The islands have that effect on people.”

      He inhaled a full breath and said, “I’ve made a decision that might someday affect you.”

      A sense of panic swept over her. Her words tumbled out before her brain engaged. “You’re too young to retire and I’m not prepared to run both companies.”

      His head tilted to one side, and his mouth opened for a few seconds. A laugh spilled out, followed by several more. It took a while, but he brought the mirth under control and asked, “What in the world made you think I was retiring?”

      Heather didn’t have a decent answer, so she dredged up a plausible excuse. “I’ve lived with the cover story of you retiring and our offices merging for weeks. That’s been the undercurrent on the island and I guess the story settled in my brain.” She looked around. “This place has a way of affecting your thinking.”

      He took her hand in his. “I know exactly what you mean. That’s why I’m choosing this place and time to tell you I’m considering…” He gulped another breath. “I don’t know how to say this without sounding juvenile.”

      It was Heather’s turn to tilt her head and allow her jaw to drop. She composed herself and asked, “Are you saying you’re hunting for a lady friend.”

      He issued a toothy grin. “In a word, yes.”

      It was Heather’s turn to laugh. “What a relief! Do you have anyone particular in mind?”

      He gave her a coy smile.

      Heather held up a hand. “Don’t answer that question. It’s none of my business and I can’t clutter my mind until we get this case solved.”

      “Speaking of the case—Steve hinted at who’s behind all the crimes. I think I’ve figured it out.”

      Steve’s trip up the hill had gone unnoticed until his cane tapped the lowest step on the deck. He asked, “Did I hear my name?”

      “Father wants to know how to find eligible women to date. I was telling him you weren’t the best person to ask.”

      Steve placed his hand on the handle of the sliding glass door. “That’s amazing. You followed a lie with a statement of absolute truth.” He removed his hand from the handle. “Allister, I have a favor to ask.”

      “Ask away.”

      “Heather and I will explain all tonight and we’ll complete the assignment you asked us to help you with. Can you wait until after supper for us to reveal everything?”

      “Do you know who stole the secrets?”

      “We do.”

      “And who’s responsible for the death of one of my employees?”

      “Yes, sir. We also know who tried to shift the blame to others on your staff.”

      Her father huffed a sigh that seemed to release a heavy burden. “The advantage of age is it teaches one patience.”
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      A sense of trepidation fell on Heather as she took her seat next to her father at the dinner table. She mentally reviewed Steve’s plan for the evening. It should produce the desired results, but had they missed something? If so, she couldn’t imagine what.

      Doubts circled her head like seabirds, landing for only a moment before taking flight again. Had they sufficiently distracted the participants? She believed they had, but these were some of the brightest people she’d ever met. Had the killer seen through the smoke?

      She refocused and looked around the table. The banter preceding the meal was strong. Tiki torches cast shadows on the faces, giving the scene a spectral glow. As a show of mercy, Habib was allowed to join the feast but remained quiet. Dorcas sat directly across the table from Heather while Steve and Bella sat at the far end. It was showtime.

      Heather placed her napkin on her plate and stood. She took her knife and tapped a call to order on her wineglass. “Attention, everyone. Once again, Pearl has worked her magic. Be sure to let her know how much we appreciate her skill and dedication.” She paused for a breath. “In case you didn’t notice, Bella added wine glasses to each place setting. I’d like to thank my father for bringing two cases from his private stock to help us celebrate.”

      “What are we celebrating?” asked Janice.

      Steve shouted out an answer. “Surviving Christmas Cay.”

      Laughter rose and fell, and Heather continued. “This will also be a farewell dinner of sorts. Bella’s husband will arrive in St. Thomas tomorrow morning. A helicopter will take her back to civilization.”

      What wasn’t said was she’d leave in a police helicopter with a handcuffed passenger.

      Bella cast her gaze at each one around the table. “No offense to any of you, but Adam and I have only been married six months. Starting a new career has made me an absentee wife for much of that time.”

      Janice spoke in a loud, husky voice. “I don’t blame you a bit for leaving.”

      Heather took over again. “We’re very thankful for all she’s done.”

      “Amen,” said Steve. “Let’s eat.”

      Heather replied with, “Let’s drink.”

      Her father joined the chorus. “Let’s make merry.”

      The feast began. Wine served the purpose of lowering inhibitions and loosening tongues. This was also part of the plan Steve had outlined to her earlier that day. Heather tried to relax, but had a hard time enjoying herself, knowing the confrontation that would come. She took a large drink of superb wine to brace herself, but made sure not to drink any more. The possibility of the plan failing seemed slim, but she’d been involved in enough investigations to realize things could go wrong. She would need all her wits about her tonight.
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      Dinner under the stars ended with an apology from Pearl. “The gelato machine stopped working. No dessert. I’m so sorry.”

      Clyde expressed his thoughts about what Pearl considered a major issue. “After a meal of that quality and quantity, who needs dessert?”

      Janice came back with, “I ate so much I’ll need at least one extra trip up the hill tomorrow morning.”

      Heather stood and announced, “Leave your plates where they are for now. Steve has something important to tell you.” She looked down the long table. “Everyone is here.”

      Steve remained seated, preferring to set a more relaxed mood. “Thanks for your attention. Heather, Allister, and I have a confession to make to you all. We brought you executives to Christmas Cay under false pretenses.”

      A hush fell over the table as wrinkled brows and questioning gazes responded in ways he couldn’t see.

      “Not only did we deceive you, but it was all part of a plan that I’m primarily responsible for.”

      Heather interrupted. “Don’t you dare try to take the blame. This was a group effort.”

      Allister took his turn. “It’s an open secret that someone from our office in Boston stole and sold company secrets. I called on the two best private detectives I know to help solve the problem. Over time, a plan emerged to find the guilty party. I’m the one who initiated the investigation.”

      Steve assumed the lead. “What began as a case involving theft took an ominous turn when someone assaulted and gravely injured Reggie Scott. The press took little notice of the event, but Heather and I kept an open mind.” He took in a deep breath. “Reggie died while the management team from Boston was in transit to this island.”

      Heather looked around the table for a reaction. Stoic faces took in the information but didn’t react. It came as no surprise that Steve failed to mention the quick trip to and from the crime scene in Boston. His being able to perceive the color red in the parking garage, and its implications, was not for anyone else to know.

      Janice raised her hand and spoke as she did. “What was the reason for the awful, red-eye flight to Miami and a second one to St. Croix? I thought Dorcas had something against us to schedule such torturous flights.”

      “I’ll take credit for that,” said Allister. “Part of Steve and Heather’s overall plan to catch the thief was to distract you by wearing you down physically and mentally.”

      Heather added, “Sleep deprivation and fatigue are two of the oldest tricks in the book to get people to reveal things they normally wouldn’t. Military interrogators and police officers have used the technique for centuries.”

      Heads turned to look at Steve as he grinned and asked, “Was it effective?”

      Bob Brown had an answer. “It worked too well. I could barely walk off the dock when we arrived.”

      Allister chuckled. “You might also recall that I doubled your workload in the days leading up to your departure.”

      “Who can forget?” said Louis. “I lost an important online computer game because I fell asleep at the keyboard.”

      Clyde’s eyes traversed back and forth. When they came to a stop, he fixed his gaze on Heather. “Do you know who stole company secrets?”

      She pointed at her partner at the far end of the table. “I’ll let Steve tell you.”

      Steve spoke without further prompting. “Let’s save that for the end. What’s more important is who killed Reggie Scott and why.”

      “Before we get into those details…” said Allister. “Let’s make sure everyone has a full glass of wine. I’ve made a significant decision that gives me cause to celebrate and I prefer not to drink alone.”

      Bella, Matt, and Pearl poured wine to within an inch of the rims. Heather raised her glass and offered a toast. “To my father. May all his decisions be as joyful as this one.”

      Questioning looks abounded as everyone saluted the patriarch and his momentous decision… whatever it might be.

      Heather lowered her glass. “I’m sure you’re all wondering what would cause such a toast. You’ll learn the nature of Father’s decision before you leave the table tonight. But first, turn your attention to Steve and listen closely.”

      Steve stood and projected his voice so there was no mistaking his words. “Allister and Dorcas helped Heather and me immensely. They told us about office procedures, security measures in place, division of labor, and a host of other things that gave us a clear understanding of how the business in Boston functions. We also learned details of the information that was stolen and sold.”

      Steve’s pause for a breath was long enough to heighten the impact of his next words. “We concluded the thief, or thieves, had to be company employees.”

      Heather chimed in, but only after allowing Steve’s words to hang in the air for several seconds. “Even though we didn’t want to believe someone inside the company was responsible, the people with the most access to sensitive information were the department heads.”

      Steve quickly added, “Good investigators must first clear their minds of any preconceived notions of the guilt or innocence of any person and focus only on the facts gathered. Allister has done a stellar job of protecting his company from theft from outside sources. In addition, very few people inside the company have access to information outside their area of expertise. The exceptions are department heads who gather for regularly scheduled meetings to discuss buying or selling companies, stocks, real estate, or other investments.”

      Heads swiveled as Heather called out the specific departments. “This meant that the heads of legal, acquisitions, information technology, and the chief financial officer attended these meetings.”

      Habib was the first to speak. “That proves nothing. I am not a thief.”

      Clyde made his presence known. “Listen more carefully to their words. They’ve yet to accuse anyone.”

      Heather gave her attorney a nod of approval. “That’s good advice.”

      Steve spoke next. “Once we had a list of suspects, we implemented our plan to separate the department heads from civilization, wear down their defenses, and uncover the thief. What we hadn’t expected was the assault on Reggie Scott. I’ll admit this threw us for a loop. Neither Heather nor I like coincidences, so we adjusted our thinking to include the possibility we were looking for a thief and a killer.”

      Steve reached for his glass and took a sip of what Heather knew to be grape juice.

      Pearl shot from her seat. “Oh my gosh! I forgot the charcuterie boards. I’ll be right back.”
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      Pearl’s interruption wasn’t planned, but served to heighten the anticipation in the room as everyone waited for her return. Heather signaled Bella who whispered something to Steve.

      He responded by standing and picking up where he left off. “Let’s talk about each of the department heads individually. The plan to wear you down worked better than we expected. We discovered strengths and weaknesses in each of the four, not to mention a significant amount of personal information. Let’s start with you, Bob. What reason did you give us to think you would steal and sell company secrets?”

      “I’d rather not say.”

      Allister stiffened. “Did you do it?”

      “No. Something like that never crossed my mind.”

      “I believe you,” said Allister in a much softer tone.

      Bob seemed to find his backbone and said, “They say there’s no fool like an old one. I certainly qualify. To make a long story shorter, I came to this island deep in debt and on the verge of divorce. I had plenty of motive for stealing from the company. If you want to know the sordid details of how a middle-aged executive nearing retirement might be tempted to throw away his career and family, I’ll share it with you in private.”

      Allister spoke next. “I’m happy to report that Bob has taken steps to right his financial ship and his personal life.”

      “Exactly,” said Bob. “I sold that stupid boat, and can’t wait to apologize to my wife and girls.”

      Heather lifted her glass. “To Bob and his family.”

      Everyone followed Heather’s lead and toasted Bob.

      Steve moved on. “Next, we have Louis Crane. He caught our attention when we discovered he hid an electronic device from us and hacked into the island’s Internet connection. It wasn’t a great leap for us to think he had access to the company’s business files and was selling information.”

      Louis cleared his throat. “The problem with IT is it can be addictive. I’ve been hooked since I was four years old. Before coming to this island, I’d never missed a day of being on a computer or some other electronic device. Heather and Steve caught me and took away my highly modified eReader. I can’t blame them for suspecting me of selling secrets.”

      “Did you?” asked Allister.

      Louis shook his head. “People don’t understand the difference between a gamer and a thief. Winning a super-difficult game against skilled players is a rush like no other. So is hacking into a system that’s supposed to be secure. Believe it or not, money doesn’t mean that much to me. If I wanted to, I could take it out of almost any account in the world and not leave a trace. What I’d receive from selling company secrets would be small change. To me, it’s all about winning a game, not money.”

      “Thanks, Louis,” said Steve. “Let’s move on to Habib. As chief financial officer, he had the most detailed information concerning profitability for all investments and potential sales.”

      Habib stiffened. “Am I to understand I fell under suspicion for doing my job too well?”

      Steve shot back, “Not any more than the other three. What made us suspect you more than the others was your temper and pride. You kept these hidden in Boston, but the physical challenges on the island exposed some rather unsavory attributes. You’re under a mountain of personal pressure and it only took a little more to push you over the edge.”

      “Running up and down hills and being forced to learn to swim has nothing to do with my job,” he replied stiffly.

      “Stop trying to justify your actions,” said Allister. “I sent you here to take part in team building exercises. That’s covered in the Other Duties as Assigned clause in your contract. You responded with petulance and violence. Don’t forget your pugil stick had modifications that could have seriously injured Malcolm Swift.”

      Steve took a breath and lowered the pitch of his voice. “You’re missing the point, Habib. You made it easy for us to believe you posed a danger to the group. We couldn’t dismiss the possibility that you’d harmed Reggie Scott.”

      “I’ve given this much consideration,” said Habib. “Someone has worked very hard to cast suspicion on me.”

      A smile crossed Steve’s face. “On that point, Heather and I agree. What I want you to see is how much you cooperated with the person who tampered with the pugil stick.”

      Janice spoke next. “You’re running out of suspects. I’ve followed Clyde’s advice and listened closely. You’ve accused no one, and I’m the only department head left. What do you have on me?”

      “Nothing specific, but I have a few questions for you. How well did you know Reggie Scott?”

      Janice took her time before answering. “To the best of my knowledge, I spoke to him on two occasions. The first time was at a Christmas party. The second was in the hall outside Mr. McBlythe’s suite of offices. I was on my way to a meeting.”

      “That second meeting intrigues me,” said Steve. “If it was such a casual passing, why do you remember it?”

      “It took place not long after the Christmas party. I remembered how entertaining he was. He dressed as an elf and performed magic and card tricks.”

      “Did you ever see him socially?”

      Janice hesitated and looked at Clyde.
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      Several people leaned forward, waiting for the attorney to answer Steve’s question. It was anticlimactic when she spoke a firm, “No.” She followed it with, “I grew up poor and didn’t like it. I swore an oath that nothing would keep me from becoming a success. A couple of failed relationships in college showed me I needed to focus exclusively on my career. That’s what I’ve done… at least until I came to this island.”

      Janice took a breath and rested her hand on Clyde’s shoulder. “I want my man to act like a real man, not a cartoon character wearing a green costume and fake ears.”

      Clyde’s smile threatened to permanently stretch his mouth.

      Janice leaned over and planted a kiss on Clyde’s lips.

      While most giggled at the love-struck duo, Steve cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention back to him. “We were mistaken about any of the department heads being the thief.”

      Bob Brown raised his hand. “The suspense is killing me. Who sold company secrets?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” asked Steve. “Dorcas, tell us how Reggie Scott used to come to your office.”

      Dorcas began with halting words. “I recall little about him other than he’d hand-deliver reports every so often.”

      “Would he stay long?”

      “He’d try to make small talk. I’d be cordial, but I’m not being paid to chit-chat.”

      Steve kept pressing. “Did you think it odd that he hand delivered reports when all the other departments communicated via email?”

      “Not really.”

      “It’s my understanding that your office is part of a suite of offices. Is that correct?”

      “Yes. Visitors pass through my office to go to a conference room or Mr. McBlythe’s office.”

      “Is your office kept locked?”

      “Not during office hours.”

      “What about your file cabinets?”

      “I make sure they’re locked every night before I leave.”

      Steve gave a firm nod. “Thank you for your patience in answering these questions. Just a few more and I’ll move on to something else. Do you sometimes go into Mr. McBlythe’s office?”

      “Of course. I’m his personal assistant.”

      “And do you sometimes speak with Mr. McBlythe with his door closed?”

      Dorcas bristled. “If you’re implying—”

      Steve held up a hand with palm facing outward. “I’m not implying anything other than Reggie Scott was stealing and selling company secrets.”

      Janice responded with a wide-eyed stare. “Of course. It all makes sense now. He was very good at sleight-of-hand. If Dorcas was in the conference room or Mr. McBlythe’s office, he could be in and out of a file cabinet in no time.”

      Habib added, “I bet he familiarized himself with the files over multiple visits. All he had to do was catch Dorcas away from her desk.”

      Allister added, “Once Steve discovered the thief, I called some people I know in Boston P.D. They tracked down Reggie’s bank records. He was good at stealing, but didn’t know how to hide money.”

      The tiki torches flickered as a breeze swept over the deck, sending a chill down Heather’s spine. One crime down, two to go.

      Murmurs floated on the wind as the group spoke among themselves. Steve allowed the conversations to continue until Clyde spoke over the crowd. “We still don’t know who killed Reggie Scott.”

      “Patience,” said Steve. “After all, we’re on island time.” In a complete change of direction, he addressed Mr. McBlythe. “Allister, we could use a break. Can you wait until we return to give your announcement?”

      Heather answered for him. “Of course he can.”
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      Once reassembled, Heather watched as her father slowly rose from his chair. He picked up his glass of wine and said, “I’m so pleased with Steve and Heather. I have no words to express myself, so instead, let’s salute them for a job well done.”

      He set the example, and everyone followed. Once empty glasses dotted the table, he continued. “Now for my announcement.” His chin rose, and he cleared his throat. “Life surprises us, and I’d like to tell you about something that surprised me. As everyone knows, I lost my wife some time ago. She was a fine woman, and I reconciled myself to a life of contentment with my memories. I now find that living only with memories isn’t for me. Life is precious and I want to experience all of it.”

      He turned and looked at Heather. “This may make me sound like I belong in a lonely-hearts club, but I’m ready to dip my toes into the shallow end of the pool of romance.”

      Clyde couldn’t contain himself. “Come on in. The water’s amazing.”

      Laughs sounded from both sides of the table. Heather then prompted her father by saying, “Tell everyone how you came to this decision.”

      “Looking in retrospect, it’s been building for months.”

      Heather looked across the table. Dorcas stared with unblinking intensity.

      “It started on a voyage. I met a woman of incredible grace and bearing. She possessed the type of beauty that doesn’t fade with age. For some unknown reason, she seemed attracted to me. Like a short-lived teenage romance, the cruise ended all too soon, and we parted as something more than friends.”

      Clyde spoke again. “Go after her before she slips away.”

      “I plan on it, but I’m not sure where the relationship will lead. If nothing else, we agreed to travel frequently. She’s already filled our calendars with several places to go for pleasure, and a little work, if necessary. She has excellent administrative skills, which could be very useful when I’m away from the office. I don’t mind telling you, that I plan to be gone most of the time.”

      Concern shone on Dorcas’s face.

      Allister squared his shoulders. “Clyde, thank you for your words of support. Watching you and Janice has bolstered my resolve to proceed.”

      He shifted his gaze to Dorcas. “Don’t expect me to be in the office for the foreseeable future.”

      He addressed each of the department heads by name. “In my absence, I’m appointing Habib Patel as my executive assistant. He’ll add that to his current duties as CFO and make the day-to-day decisions for the smooth running of things. I expect him to keep me informed of any problems that require my attention.”

      “What about me?” demanded Dorcas.

      “You’ll report to Habib.”

      Dorcas stood with fists clenched. “Who is this woman?”

      “If you must know, she’s a widowed duchess from a rather small European country.”

      Steve chimed in and spoke with certainty. “You always make good deals. This is a two-for-one. I guess you could call her a very personal assistant as well as a royal.”

      Rage filled Dorcas’s eyes as the flicker of the torches cast menacing shadows on her face. Heather motioned to Matt.

      “Is this how you repay my years of devotion to you? How could you, after all I’ve done?”

      Allister quirked his head. “Are you suggesting you deserve a bonus of some sort?”

      “Of course not. What I’ve done is something more valuable. Something no one else would do.”

      With chin lifted, Allister asked, “You’re not making sense. What have you done for me?”

      “I discovered the thief and made him pay. I protected you! Now you’re throwing me aside like I was a complete nobody.” She grabbed the nearest shiny object and lunged at her employer.

      Allister parried the flash of silver with a raised arm. Matt pulled her away as deep sobs replaced her screams of anger.

      Heather was at her father’s side in a flash, examining his arm for blood. He fixed his gaze on Dorcas’s hand. “I’ve never heard of anyone being seriously injured by a spoon.”

      Matt and Bella dragged Dorcas away from the table and into the house, her cries of anger and despair fading.

      Stunned expressions covered the faces of the executives.

      Steve apologized. “Sorry about the excitement. It was the only way I could think of to get a confession.”

      He kept talking. “We can now finish our evening in peace. Pearl is in the kitchen making coffee and, by the way, the gelato machine works fine. We’ll have cookies, gelato, and answers shortly.”
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      Unanswered questions hung in the air like balloons at a child’s birthday party. The expression on the executives’ faces showed confusion regarding the unexpected events that landed Dorcas in the island’s version of jail. She’d reacted so fast and violently, it defied comprehension.

      Hushed talk turned to absolute silence when Heather called everyone to order by tapping on her wineglass. “Pearl will serve coffee, but we’ll delay dessert until after we’ve explained a few things. My father wants to go first.”

      Steve took the chair previously occupied by Dorcas on Allister’s left, with Heather sitting to her father’s right.

      Allister stood. “I apologize for putting you through such a trying ordeal. You’ve been physically and mentally abused, brought here under false pretenses, and fed misinformation. I’m complicit in all these. There are also two additional things that I took upon myself to do. I’m responsible for bringing two cases of wine. I’m sure you noticed your glasses never ran dry, plus you received double portions. The purpose of that was to break down inhibitions.”

      Before Allister could continue, Heather interrupted. “Do you remember when we spoke of breaking you down so we could expose the truth? We told you mental and physical exhaustion are techniques used by interrogators. Plying people with alcohol is another time-tested way of getting people to divulge things they normally wouldn’t. In the name of health and fitness, I deprived everyone of alcohol this week. That was my mistake. It could have been a very useful tool in helping us solve this case sooner.”

      Her father took over again. “I’m also guilty of telling another partial lie. I did meet a gracious lady on a cruise, and we enjoyed each other’s company. However, the relationship and the cruise ended at the same time. I embellished the story for dramatic effect.”

      Steve stood. “Island rules allow exaggeration, deception, and embellishment.”

      Janice asked, “When did you first suspect Dorcas?”

      Steve gave an incomplete answer. “Not soon enough. The first mistake we made was not linking the thefts to the assault on Reggie Scott. Looking at things in hindsight, I should have put more emphasis on what everyone, including the police, called a coincidence.”

      He took in a full breath. “This case was like following wooden signs with arrows painted on them to show the way. The problem was, many of the signs sent us in the wrong direction. To begin, the first sign told us we were dealing with two unrelated crimes, so we focused only on the thefts. Our sole purpose in coming to the island was to discover the person responsible for stealing information and selling it.”

      Clyde asked, “Who painted the signs that led you in the wrong direction?”

      “Ah,” said Steve. “That’s a great question. Everyone from the Boston office said something to make us suspect at least one of the other department heads. Again, that was our fault. We pressured you to speculate.”

      Heather hadn’t planned on speaking much, but she chimed in anyway. “I have to hand it to Dorcas. She waited until we turned up the heat on her before she implicated everyone from Boston.”

      Steve continued. “After hearing from each of you, we went back to basics.”

      “What Steve means is, he went back to basics. For him, that involves countless hours of serious thinking. I was busy climbing hills, playing volleyball, and trying to keep people from harming each other, or themselves.”

      Steve nodded in agreement. “Everyone who traveled from Boston to Christmas Cay had equal means and opportunity to commit both crimes. Of the suspects, Bob stood out first. He was in financial and personal trouble.”

      Bob spoke up. “I’m happy to say that stupid yacht now belongs to someone else. Thanks to Heather and Mr. McBlythe, my bank account is in the black and things are looking up on the home front, too.”

      “Excellent,” said Allister.

      Steve took up where he left off. “I concluded that even though I could invent reasons for each of the people from Boston to steal and sell company secrets, each one proved themselves trustworthy when it came to company money.” He paused. “That included Dorcas. By process of elimination, we were left with Reggie Scott as the thief. Don’t get me wrong; there were clues we should have caught.”

      “Like what?” asked Janice.

      “He wore a fake Rolex watch, and he lived above his means. The watch showed an unmet desire to be rich.”

      Heather added, “Reggie had no reason to come to Dorcas’s office, but he did.”

      Steve added one more. “His wallet was left in his coat pocket. Only a novice thief would miss that. We had to look for a different motive for the murder.”

      Heather took a glance at the faces of those gathered around the table. The term fully engrossed came to mind. They were each leaning forward, eyes wide open, hanging on Steve’s every word.

      “Keep going, Steve,” said Heather.

      “He also practiced magic and sleight-of-hand tricks.”

      Janice shouted as a second revelation came to her. “That’s why you asked me if we had a romantic thing going on. You were trying to find out if I was in on the thefts with him.”

      “You made me curious when you said how much you desired a meaningful relationship.”

      Heather spoke in a matter-of-fact voice. “You weren’t alone. Steve had to rule out everyone from Boston.”

      Bob raised his hand. “Let me get this straight. Are you saying that Dorcas killed Reggie, but it wasn’t for money?”

      “Correct,” said Steve.

      “Was she in love with him?”

      “No.”

      “And she didn’t do it for money?”

      “Nope. When I said it wasn’t for love, I meant it wasn’t for romantic love. There’s more than one type.”

      Heather spoke up. “Listen carefully, everyone. If you don’t catch this, you’ll stay confused about why Dorcas killed him.”

      Steve filled his lungs before speaking. “Dorcas is a name that’s gone out of fashion, but it fits her perfectly. She possesses an old soul and looks at life through an antique lens. She thinks in terms of unconditional loyalty. That can include many things, but in this case, it involves her employer. She views Allister’s company as an extension of him.”

      Bob interrupted. “Are you talking about hero worship?”

      “Not exactly, but you’re on the right track. Go back several centuries and consider how a servant regarded the lord of an estate. You can go back even farther and see more striking examples where people in many cultures counted themselves as slaves, serfs, or indentured servants. It’s hard for us to wrap our minds around it today, but not that long ago, societies practiced slavery. It went by many names, but don’t get bogged down with the label. Absolute loyalty to a person and their property was the norm.”

      Habib raised a hand. “Coming from my culture, I have better insight into this truth than the rest of you.”

      Heather gave a nod. “Thank you, Habib.”

      Steve wasn’t through. “I want to emphasize that Dorcas’s loyalty wasn’t the result of any sort of romantic interest in Mr. McBlythe. She didn’t react when she heard of Allister’s renewed interest in a woman. It was only after he revealed she’d lose her position as his personal assistant that she came unglued. In that moment, I believe the wine helped.”

      Heather summarized. “In a matter of speaking, she was being demoted from the lord’s private secretary and steward over the manor to that of a scullery maid. And that was after she’d caught and killed a thief who stole the family silver. An act, which, in her mind, should have earned her a permanent position beside her master.”

      “Nice analogy,” said Steve.

      Janice asked, “Was there any physical evidence that linked Dorcas to Reggie’s murder?”

      “None,” said Heather. “Closed circuit cameras caught all the suspects going into the garage and leaving on the day of the assault. Remember, the original investigation labeled the attack as a mugging. Reggie didn’t die until much later. All we know about the weapon used is that it’s made of wood.”

      “Was it like the bat I used to kill the fish?” said Habib. “If so, that made you suspect me even more.”

      Heather nodded. “It did make us wonder. You had no qualms about using it.”

      Clyde gave his legal opinion. “If she hadn’t confessed, Dorcas would have gotten away with it. A good lawyer would have torn your theory about motive to pieces.”

      “I knew that,” said Heather. “That’s why Steve and my father baited her the way they did. They were counting on her emotions overtaking her.”

      Steve took over again. “Dorcas made other mistakes. The first was she pressured Allister to allow her to come to this island. Had she kept her head down in Boston, I don’t think we would have caught her.”

      Allister added, “Looking back, it was out of character for her to go anywhere. She never took vacations.”

      Steve immediately added, “The reason she came was to cast suspicion on each of the department heads. I’ll give her credit, she waited until we pressured her before incriminating you. Looking back, the accusations didn’t sound off-the-cuff. She gave a lot of thought to that part of her plan. Next, she overplayed her hand. As time passed on the island, Habib became her choice as the person to take the rap for both crimes. Her final mistake was putting a kitchen knife on the pugil stick.”

      “Will they charge her for that crime?” asked Habib.

      Heather answered, “Again, there’s no evidence that Dorcas did it. We intentionally didn’t ask her about it.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ll take this one,” said Clyde. “The answer is judicial expediency. Even if the cops file charges, the D.A. won’t prosecute. Their aim in a situation like this is to extradite the accused as soon as possible.”

      Heather nodded in agreement. “Dorcas has more than enough to answer for back in Boston.”

      Steve rubbed his hands together. “That should cover most of your questions.”

      “Not quite,” said Janice. “What happens next? Will the boat come to pick us up tomorrow?”

      Heather hadn’t considered this. She wasn’t sure if Steve had either. Her father came to their rescue. “There are several days left before you’re scheduled to leave. Bella will fly out tomorrow morning on the police helicopter with Dorcas. My employees don’t have to return to work until Monday morning. It’s your choice whether you stay on the island or fly back to Boston with me tomorrow. If you stay, it’s first class tickets for the return flight.”

      Bob raised his hand. “Count me as one who’ll go back with you.”

      Heather spoke up. “It’s optional for my employees, too. If you stay, it will be as someone on vacation. No mandatory sunrise yoga, hill climbing, swimming competitions, or beach volleyball. Also, no made-up brain-teaser exercises.”

      Clyde seemed to speak for the majority. “I’m getting in the best shape I’ve ever been in. My vote is for staying and continuing with exercising and fishing.”

      Janice followed Clyde’s lead, which surprised no one.

      Louis Crane asked, “Can we have our laptops back?”

      Heather chuckled. “Of course.”

      “Then, I’m staying.”

      “By the way,” said Steve. “In case you missed it, there’s no merger of companies… except for whatever happens between the lead attorneys.”

      “Darn right,” said Clyde as he smiled at Janice.

      Pearl arrived with bowls of gelato and mounds of cookies. The meeting came to a noisy end as the department heads from both offices found room for dessert and conversation.

      Heather made her way to stand between her father and Steve.

      “It appears everyone but Bob is staying,” said Allister. “Does that include you, Heather?”

      “I’ve done everything but relax since I left Texas. If I’m going to finish strong in completing the development, I’ll need to rest. There’s a massive job waiting for me that includes building lakeside homes for me, Steve, Bella and Adam, and Bella’s parents. I want to be in by Christmas.”

      “That’s ambitious, but I’m sure you can do it.”

      Steve said, “Perhaps my new companion will move in with me for Christmas.”

      Allister took a step back. “I… er… hadn’t heard about…”

      Steve rescued him. “I’m looking for a combination service and guard dog. You could say I’m in the research stage. He, or she, needs to be big, gentle with children, but extremely protective. Any ideas?”

      “Leave it to me,” said Allister. “Expect a Christmas bow on something special. It’s the least I can do to repay you.”

      Heather added, “Make sure the beast doesn’t eat cats.”

      Steve had the last word. “I’m hoping Max doesn’t develop a taste for dog.”
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        Tinsel, treachery and toxins…

        the perfect Christmas cocktail.

      

      

      
        
        Armed with only his acute senses and his equally perceptive canine companion, Smiley must unravel the threads connecting two crimes before the killer can strike again.

      

        

      
        Keep reading for a preview of

        Hemlock And Homicide.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Hemlock And Homicide

        Excerpt

      

      

      Heather heaved a sigh of impatience as Steve leaned on his white cane and said, “Say the victim’s name again.”

      “Michelle Le Blanc.”

      Steve shuddered like he’d caught a chill.

      Leo, Steve’s former partner at Houston Homicide, took a full breath and recited the demographic data without inflection in his words. “Pharmacist. Female. Age, thirty-two. Divorced. Former husband lives in Paris.” He paused. “That’s Paris, France, not Paris, Texas.” He continued. “No children. Immigrated eight years ago. Both parents also live in France. Ms. Le Blanc’s last address is a condo in The Woodlands, a few miles from Heather’s office.”

      Heather stood with arms crossed, rolling her fingertips on the sleeve of her silk blouse. “Well, is it a homicide or not?” She looked around the banquet room of an upscale hotel in North Houston. The hotel staff hadn’t bussed the table that was marked off with crime scene tape. Otherwise, no furniture remained in the massive room.

      Instead of directly answering her question, Steve faced Leo. “Have you notified The Woodands P.D. or Montgomery County Sheriff’s office?”

      “Not yet. The initial tox report shows she ingested poison. I wanted you to do your trick to make sure it wasn’t an accident or self-inflicted.”

      Steve spoke in a flat voice. “I’m seeing red.”

      Heather knew what this meant, and it didn’t please her. Steve had discovered early in his homicide career that he possessed a gift called associative chromesthesia. When he was at a homicide scene, and he heard the victim’s name, he would see a red film over the scene if the victim had been murdered. Even after losing his sight a few years ago, he still had an impression of seeing red at murder scenes. But gift or no gift, she had all she could handle right now with her businesses. “Steve, if you’re thinking about me and you working this case, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you this time.”

      The last word escaped her lips a split second before her phone rang. She retrieved the device from her purse, glanced at the caller ID, and put the phone to her ear. Quick steps took her away from Steve and Leo as she spoke and walked at the same time. The conversation was short and sour instead of short and sweet.

      “I hate to break up the party, but the wheels have officially fallen off my construction schedule. I need to get back to the office.” She then mumbled, “I told you I didn’t have time to play private detective with you until the first phase of homes is ready for occupancy. The entire project will be dead in the water if families aren’t in before Christmas.”

      She knew she was breaking the agreement she’d made with Steve, and it grieved her to go back on her word. Theirs wasn’t a binding written contract; they hadn’t even sealed it with a handshake. But she’d given her word that she’d drop whatever she was doing to be his eyes and business partner in solving the occasional murder that came their way. Trust was something they both took seriously.

      She’d painted herself into a corner by investing so much of her personal money in this project, not counting the loans she’d secured. The scope of the lakeside housing development with two golf courses, homes, condominiums, apartments, multiple swimming pools, a massive recreation center, and retail shops was daunting, but with monumental risks come tremendous rewards. It would go a long way toward matching her father’s wealth if she could pull it off. Deadlines loomed with significant consequences if she didn’t meet them.

      Once again, Steve directed his attention to Leo. “What does the rest of your day look like?”

      Leo shot Heather a glance that, of course, Steve couldn’t see. “I’m teaching a class at the training academy. Why don’t you come with me? Heather can put the fires out at her office, and you can tell me how you and Heather solved the last case on that private island in the Caribbean.”

      “Are you sure you have time to take me home afterwards?” asked Steve.

      “No problem. I’ll call my new partner and tell her to wear out her computer doing background information on Ms. Le Blanc.”

      Steve faced Heather. “You heard the senior homicide detective. You’re excused.”

      Heather stiffened. “I don’t appreciate your tone or the perfunctory dismissal.”

      “And I don’t appreciate you trying to kill yourself on this project, or assuming I have any interest in helping Leo with this case. He hasn’t asked for anything but to help determine if it was a homicide or a suicide.”

      Steve wasn’t finished. “And while we’re clearing the air, when was the last time you slept for over four hours?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ll tell you. It was when we were on the private island. You ate well, exercised, and allowed other people to do their jobs without you interfering.”

      Heather’s hands moved to her hips. “And when we got home, it took me three weeks to put things back together.”

      “That’s not true. You trusted the people you left in charge, and they stayed on schedule. What you can’t stand is not being around to micro-manage this project.”

      Leo held up his hands, even though Steve couldn’t see him. “That’s enough, you two. Steve is right about one thing. I haven’t asked either of you to help me solve this case. From where I’m standing, both of you need to get a prescription for chill-pills and take them until you’re halfway human again.” He directed his next words to Steve. “Do you want to come with me to the academy or fight with Heather all the way back to Montgomery County?”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “Good,” said Heather. “Don’t forget to feed Max when you finish playing cops and killers.”

      “That reminds me, when was the last time you fed that overgrown ball of fur?”

      She shot back, “What else do you have to do with your time?”

      Heather bit her lip. It was a cruel thing to say to the man whose career ended when he lost his sight, and his wife, to street thugs.

      Leo gave her a stare that said she’d crossed a line. He followed the stare with a stinging command. “Like Steve said, you’re excused.”

      Heather’s eyes clouded as she left the building. The dam burst on her emotions as soon as she closed the door to her SUV. Sobbing, she dug in her purse for a tissue. She’d sworn to herself that she’d never again attempt to complete such a massive project, no matter how much money the build would yield. Yet, here she was in the middle of a deal that had taken over her life.

      Red-rimmed eyes stared back at her in the mirror. Who does she think she’s kidding? It’s in her DNA to select projects that challenge her beyond the limits of her mental and physical ability.

      On the way to her office, she thought of her father. How could he run a multi-billion-dollar empire and make it look so effortless? Even though their relationship was much improved from when she was in her teens and twenties, she couldn’t help but feel she didn’t live up to his expectations. She certainly didn’t live up to his performance. Someday she’d ask him how he did it. Someday, but not today.

      Her thoughts swirled as she drove north on I-45. Despite her protestations of not having time to think about the homicide, the crime scene and Leo’s description of the victim stuck in her brain like the words of an old nursery rhyme. When exactly was Michelle Le Blanc killed? Where was she sitting at the table? Who else was at the table? No blood on the tablecloth or the floor. That made it unlikely there was another contributing cause of death, but Leo wouldn’t know that until he received the results of the autopsy.

      “Poison,” she repeated out loud. “That’s significant. Criminologists used to say to look for a woman in cases of poison.” She chuckled. “They used to say a lot of things.”

      From past experience, she knew Steve would allow Leo to solve the case on his own—at least until he got stuck.

      Miles ticked by while her thoughts rested solely on the murder. She’d never worked a homicide by poisoning case before. It might be interesting.

      A firm shake of her head brought her back to reality. Interesting or not, she had a crisis to handle that required her full attention.
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        * * *

      

      Steve placed his hand on Leo’s arm as they walked in silence toward the door of the banquet room. He barely heard the footsteps of someone approaching before Leo slowed and stopped. A woman’s voice cut through the stillness of the cavernous room. “Detective Vega?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Ms. Patino, the hotel manager. I wanted to let you know another convention begins tomorrow that will require this room. I hope your people have completed their work.”

      Leo sounded stern. “There wasn’t much they could do after your staff removed all the crime scene tape from the secondary area, cleared all the dishes, removed all the tables but one, and vacuumed the carpet.”

      She cleared her throat. “I apologize. The person responsible for the banquets in this room thought only the one table needed to remain untouched.”

      He pointed. “That doesn’t explain why they cleared the table of dishes where the victim was sitting before officers arrived.”

      “Only the first two courses. It was a hectic scene. Three hundred guests attended the banquet. That doesn’t count a small army of servers and first responders. Mistakes and chaos go hand in hand in such situations. Again, I apologize, and my heartfelt sympathy goes out to the young woman and her family. My staff believed she choked on a piece of meat.” She hesitated. “That’s what happened, wasn’t it?”

      “I’m waiting on the autopsy before I can answer that question. For now, we’re treating her passing as a suspicious death.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      Leo answered her concern with, “What’s done is done. I’m releasing the room to you. I’ll remove the crime scene tape from around the table and take it with me.”

      “Thank you, Detective Vega.”

      Steve stayed where he was as he heard the soles of Ms. Patino’s shoes brush against the short pile of the commercial carpet. Leo soon returned. “Do you want a souvenir from a crime I don’t have a prayer of solving?”

      “That’s not a very optimistic attitude.”

      “Admit it; even you would have trouble with this one. Clearing the table compromised any physical evidence that might have been there. The potential suspects include three hundred pharmacists, all familiar with more poisons than you or I have heard of. Add cooks and servers to the list of suspects and it would take a dozen detectives six months to put a dent in a thorough investigation. Whoever killed her couldn’t have picked a better place.”

      “Don’t forget,” said Steve. “Many of the servers for hotel banquets are temporary hires. They may or may not be in the country legally.” He teased Leo with his next question. “By the way, how much is a fake Social Security card going for these days?”

      Leo issued a sarcastic, “They’re a dime-a-dozen and thanks for the reminder.”

      Steve gave Leo what he hoped was a ray of hope in a seemingly hopeless situation. “Start with the victim, move to any romantic interests, try the money angle, and work out from there. Shake the trees and see what falls out. There’s always a reason people kill each other. Also, get the names of the people at the table and pinpoint the server.”

      Leo let out a long sigh as they encountered a blast of warm, sticky, September air that told Steve they were approaching the hotel’s entrance.

      They remained silent until they were inside Leo’s car. Steve noted the familiar smell of the vehicle. “Have you ever noticed that airplanes and cop cars both have distinct odors?”

      Leo started the engine and said, “I never gave it much thought, except patrol cars sometimes smell like vomit and urine. I rarely transport suspects or people detained or arrested. This car is new. What does it smell like?”

      “Plastic. Your back seat must be hard plastic. Also, the radios have a unique smell all their own.”

      “Interesting,” said Leo. “That snoz of yours picks up on things I don’t think about. Did you notice any unusual smells at the table where Michelle Le Blanc died?”

      “I believe I did, but I’d need to go to a fancy French restaurant to confirm it.”

      “You’re joking,” said Leo.

      “No, it smelled like pate de fois gras.”

      “Goose liver?”

      “Either duck or goose liver. It had a real metallic smell to it. They cleared the dishes, but there must have been some spilled on the table. Was there a stain on the tablecloth?”

      “Yeah, there was. A report said the victim flipped her plate over when the poison hit her.”

      A touch of mirth seasoned Leo’s next words. “When did you become a connoisseur of French cuisine? You were a chicken-fried steak and hamburger kind of guy when we worked together.”

      “Still am. Heather eats all kinds of fancy stuff. Sometimes she gives Max a treat. It reinforces his snooty attitude.”

      “That’s one spoiled cat.”

      The rest of the trip passed with Leo filling the time with the exploits of his six children. Most were in their teens, which meant one or more were in a crisis-du-jour at any given time. Steve listened, laughed, and offered a silent prayer of thanks that he wasn’t navigating parenting through such turbulent waters. The world of modern teens wasn’t totally unfamiliar to him, but it had been a while since he spoke with Briann, Heather’s boyfriend’s daughter, and the only teenager he knew these days.

      They arrived at Houston’s police academy near Bush International Airport. After gaining admittance, they walked down a hallway. Steve heard a door open, and the sound of a dog’s toenails tapping against the hard vinyl floor. Leo exchanged hellos with a man named Hank and his K-9.

      “No need going in yet,” said Hank. “They’re about to take a fifteen-minute break.”

      Steve held out the back of his hand for the dog to smell. “Is this a German shepherd?”

      “Sure is. Most of the dogs on the force are shepherds, but not all.”

      Leo interrupted. “This is Steve Smiley. He was my supervisor and the best homicide detective in Houston before he had to take medical retirement.”

      “I remember hearing about you, Mr. Smiley. They say you were something else.”

      “He still is,” said Leo. “He and his new partner still help solve homicides.”

      “Only part-time,” said Steve. “We’re consultants who work with local, state, and federal agencies. Sometimes we travel to foreign locations, but most of the time we stay close to home.”

      “Perhaps I could get a gig like that after I retire.”

      Leo spoke in a tongue-in-cheek manner. “I doubt you’d find one like Steve’s. His gig includes flying in a private jet to exotic locations with a rich, beautiful business partner.”

      Steve interrupted. “I never judge a woman by her looks. They all look the same to me. It’s what’s between the ears that matters.”

      Leo scoffed. “Heather’s in a class by herself. Money, looks, an Ivy League education, and a former detective in Boston, Mass.”

      “Sounds like you got the one-in-a-million partner,” said Hank.

      Steve changed the subject. “How do I go about getting a dog that will protect me? My partner’s father is supposed to be looking for something special, but I haven’t heard from him in a couple of months.”

      The door to the classroom flew open, forcing the three men and the dog to move down the hall. Once they were away from the noisy cadets, Leo explained. “There’s a former cop named Bucky Franklin, who assaulted Steve. Did you hear about it?”

      “Yeah. He was in the fraud division. Didn’t he torch your homes?”

      Steve nodded. “Arson along with a few other crimes against me and several others. There’s a long list of crimes he needs to answer for. He swore he’d get back at me for getting him fired. I believe he’s a sociopath and capable of anything. Coming out of fraud means he knows all the tricks to take on new identities. There’s no telling where he is or when he might come looking for me.”

      Steve took a full breath. “I need a dog who’s a combination service dog for someone who can’t see and has the instincts to keep me safe from Bucky.” He held up a single index finger. “The dog will probably be around children someday, too. He’ll need to protect them and their parents.”

      Hank took his time. “That’s going to take a very special dog. I have one in mind that I’d like you to meet.” He paused. “What’s your home like?”

      “Right now, I live in a lock-off mother-in-law apartment in a five-bedroom home with a fenced backyard. My business partner, Heather McBlythe, and her snooty Maine Coon cat claim a huge master bedroom. We share the common areas and Max has run of the entire house.”

      “Did you say the cat is snooty?”

      “Snooty, snitty, aristocratic, entitled… take your pick.”

      “I don’t want you to get your hopes up, but there’s a dog that sounds like a bookend to the cat you’re describing. His name is Roi. The Texas pronunciation is R-O-Y, but spelled Roi.”

      “Isn’t that French for King?”

      “He prefers to be called Le Roi, The King. He also likes the French pronunciation, which is two syllables and sounds like Ro-ah.” Hank chuckled. “Of course, here in Houston, he doesn’t get too much French.”

      Steve chuckled. “I’m not sure there would be room for two kings under the same roof, but it’s worth meeting him. What breed?”

      “Giant schnauzer. He’s full-grown and weighs a hundred pounds.”

      Steve tilted his head. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Nothing, other than he’s picky about what he eats. All our dogs come to us fully trained by a company that finds them in Europe. Why don’t you meet him first? The trainers can show you his strengths and tell you more about his one little weakness.”

      “This sounds ominous, but I’m willing to check him out.”

      “I’ll call and see if he’s still available. Let me warn you, trained police dogs don’t come cheap.”

      Leo spoke up. “Money is no object for this guy. He still has fifty cents out of the first dollar he ever earned.”

      Steve and Leo waited as Hank made the call, which didn’t last long. “He’s available whenever you want to see him.”

      “I’ll go tomorrow,” said Steve. “I took French in high school and two semesters in college. Heather speaks it like she grew up in Paris. The idea of having a dog that only responds to us if we give commands in a foreign language appeals to me.”
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