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To My Darling Bailey,
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Without you being a source of constant joy and amusement as well as my best friend when times have been tough, I want to thank you for being a big part of my life and I wouldn’t change a thing. I love you my little man️.


Love Your Human, Cheryl
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“I asked you if you packed some gum.” The male voice in the seat behind Georgie muttered.


“I thought I did,” his female companion replied.


“Well, did you or didn’t you?”


“Jeez, it’s not a federal case, Herb. It’s gum.”


“Dottie, I specifically asked you if you packed gum. You said, yes. Now, I need a piece of gum and you don’t have it. So you lied.”


“Here. Have a cough drop.”


“How is a cough drop going to open my ears up? Only gum will do that,” Herb continued.


Georgie Kaye, who had been engrossed in a gory true-crime story, looked at her sister Aleta sitting next to her. The couple behind them on the eight-hour flight from Chicago to Hawaii had been bickering on and off the entire trip.


“I’d offer him a piece myself but I accidentally stuffed it in the bag in the overhead compartment,” Aleta whispered. “It’s not worth pulling all that down.”


“No,” Georgie shook her head and frowned.


“Dottie, where is my pen?”


“I don’t know, Herb. Did you check your pockets?”


“It’s an ink pen. I wouldn’t put it in my pocket. The pressure would make it explode,” Herb snapped.


“Maybe you did it out of habit,” Dottie offered.


Georgie couldn’t understand why she even bothered offering solutions when it was obvious Herb wouldn’t listen. However, as she listened to the two arguing, Dottie’s laughter indicated she had achieved one point on her side.


“Oh, you wouldn’t put it in your pocket? And where was your pen? In your pocket.” It was a small victory being savored by a woman who, like her partner, didn’t know when to stop.


“You didn’t find that pack of gum, did you?” Herb spat back.


“Here you go, pal.” The man sitting across the aisle from Georgie stood up and extended his hand to Herb. He was offering him a stick of gum. Herb took it, mumbling a thank you.


“Ladies?” He looked at Georgie and Aleta with a smirk, holding out the pack of gum. “I brought enough for everyone.”


Georgie smiled, said thank you and took a stick. Aleta did the same. It was hard to say no to the man. He was an older gentleman who looked like a drill sergeant, with a gray crew-cut and intense blue eyes. His shoulders were broad and it was obvious by his bulging biceps that he still worked out.


“Have you ever been to Hawaii?” Mr. Drill Sergeant asked Georgie, after he pocketed his gum and took his seat.


“No. This is a gift from our children for our birthday,” Georgie replied. I’m Georgie Kaye. This is my twin sister, Aleta.” She reached her hand out to shake.


“Norman Heidenkamp. This is my son, Luke.” Norman’s grip was firm but gentle. Luke waved from behind his father. He was just as big except his hair was dark. “My wife sent us away for a little male bonding.”


“That was sweet of her.” Georgie chuckled.


“Yeah. We just got back from a trip to Iceland. I think my wife likes being home alone with the dogs and eating ice cream in bed.”


“You can’t begrudge her that,” Georgie joked. “Iceland. How was that?”


“It was amazing. Except it was daylight for almost twenty-four hours a day. That was brutal. It took us about a month to recover from jetlag.”


“Still, what an experience.” Georgie smiled warmly him. “I’ve heard Iceland has magnificent scenery, Norman.”


“You’re part of the Midhostel Travel and Tours group, aren’t you?” Norman asked, still leaning across the aisle. 


“Yes, we are,” Georgie nodded. “Our kids thought it would be better and probably safer for us to travel with a group. Based on the itinerary, I thought it was a great idea.”


“Yeah,” Norman replied. “Although, Midhostel sounds too aggressive to me. Like there is light-hostile, mid-hostile and then caveman-hostile. Scary.”


“We’ve been called worse,” Aleta muttered, before going back to sleep.


Norman laughed and eased back into his seat. “Since we’re travelling companions, feel free to call me Norm.”


The rest of the trip was uneventful. Herb had his gum and was placated for the moment. Georgie nearly finished her book as Aleta slept. Norman and Luke played a game of cards.


The stewardess made the announcement over the intercom, “Ladies and gentleman, the Captain is putting on the fasten seatbelts sign. Please return to your seats and...”


Tuning out the familiar message, they began to stir. Finally, they were arriving in the Rainbow State.


As the plane began its descent, a pocket of turbulence made Georgie gasp and drop her book. Norman stretched his long arm out to pick it up for her.


“Hmmm, Tainted Honeymoon: A story of Deceit, Corruption and Murder.” He looked at Georgie, his right eyebrow arching. “Just a little light reading?”


“I can’t help it. I love true crime stories,” Georgie smirked. “Aleta says I’m morbid.”


“Well, if it’s any consolation, I’m a retired FBI agent. I saw my fair share of true crimes. Even caught the bad guy a time or two.” Norman winked as he held his chin up with pride.


“Oh, no. He’s isn’t telling you stories about being in the FBI, is he?” Luke asked. “He’s like a dog getting his belly scratched. He’ll never get tired of it and pester you until you listen some more.”


“Be quiet, boy,” Norman huffed over his shoulder. “He thinks because he’s in his twenties I won’t put him over my knee.”


“I’ve got a son like that,” Georgie laughed. “Two actually.”


“Where are my glasses?” Herb was back at it. “Did you see my glasses? Don’t start stomping around as soon as the plane lands. If they fell on the floor I don’t want you to step on them.”


“I won’t step on them,” Dottie replied.


“Just stay in your seat,” Herb ordered.


Georgie looked at Norman who eyeballed the couple and then let out a deep sigh.


“They are with our group,” he muttered. “I’m going to strangle both of them by the time we get to the hotel. I just know it.”


“I think you might have to stand in line. From the looks of our fellow travelers, they all have the same idea,” Georgie replied.


After the sisters felt a few more belly flips, the plane approached the shockingly blue Pacific Ocean only to touch down on the runway seconds before impact. The tires rumbled on the solid ground giving the passengers the familiar feeling of driving. It was a complete contrast to the smooth sensation of being up in the air, but for many, including Aleta, it was a welcome sensation.


The plane had left Chicago at six o’clock at night. They arrived on The Big Island at ten o’clock Hawaii time. Disembarking was a slow process, especially with Herb and Dottie continually bickering and ordering each other around. But as they all exited the plane into the airport, they were greeted by a row of Polynesian beauties wearing grass skirts and flowery blouses, each draped with dozens of flower leis. 


“Oh my,” Georgie gushed, as she stepped out lugging her giant carry-on purse. “Smell that?”


“It’s wonderful,” Aleta inhaled deeply.


“Aloha,” The locals said, smiling as they draped the flower necklaces around each passenger’s neck.


“Aloha,” Georgie replied. “These smell so good,” she said, smiling at the woman who gave her the lei.


The Midhostel group was corralled just inside the exit doors as other passengers left, heading toward the cab stand, the hotel shuttles, and airport garage.


“Ladies and gentleman,” the tour guide employed by the Midhostel Travel and Tours group tried to get their attention. He was a young man named Daniel who had a slight southern twang. “If y’all could listen up for just a second.”


Georgie and Aleta, saw that in addition to Norman and Luke, and Dottie and Herb, there were two couples in their late forties included in the group.


“We’ve got a shuttle on the way to take us to the Halekulani Hotel. I just got a text from the driver saying they’ll be pulling up in about fifteen minutes. So, there is time for anyone who needs to use the bathroom, stop at the gift shop or grab a little snack. We’ll all meet at the southern exit in fifteen, ‘kay?” Daniel pointed down the corridor behind him and smiled pleasantly.


People did as he suggested except for Dottie and Herb who marched over to stand at the doors marked ‘Southern Exit’ in order to be the first in line.


Once everyone was back at the rendezvous point and the shuttle showed up, Daniel had one more piece of advice.


“Okay, now when we get outside, everyone inhale deep.”


“What did he say?” Luke said, looking at his dad.


“I know it sounds weird but trust me. This is my third time to Hawaii and it shocks me every time.” Daniel’s eyes lit up.


Georgie looked at Aleta and shrugged. But as soon as the sliding doors parted and everyone was outside in the fresh air they understood what Daniel was talking about.


It was as if they had just stepped into a flower shop. The air was moist and smelled like flowers. Not just a subtle hint of flowers but like they’d buried their noses in a bouquet of cool, fresh orchids.


“Wow.” Aleta breathed deeply. “How wonderful.”


“I’m already relaxed. I think we will be moving here, Aleta,” Georgie said. “We’ll send for Bodhi and Freckles and find two matching straw huts next to each other to live in.”


“What about the kids?” Aleta chuckled. “They’d never be able to visit.”


“Your point?” Georgie quirked an eyebrow and smirked at her twin.


The comment made Norman and Luke laugh as the group made their way to the shuttle. It was a compact black bus that held twelve people. The windows were tinted and the seats were the same black and gold checkered pattern as the logo for the Halekulani Hotel.


Dottie and Herb did not listen to Daniel, who had asked that whoever got on first go to the back of the bus. Instead, they both plopped themselves down in the front seat where Daniel would have sat while giving the group a quick tour and a little history lesson.


“Maybe they didn’t hear him,” Aleta whispered to her sister.


“They heard him. They just ignored him,” Georgie said. “They just wanted to make sure we could all see them argue.”


Daniel ended up standing awkwardly next to the bus driver, holding the microphone with its wire drooping between Dottie and Herb.


By the time they arrived at the hotel, the entire bus had introduced themselves and learned a few things about each other. Daniel was full of entertaining stories about King Akahi Nui, Diamond Head, and the worldwide demand for orchids, all while making sure that each traveler had a small plastic glass of wine. All except Herb who let everyone know he was a recovering alcoholic. That didn’t seem to slow his wife down though. She enjoyed her glass of wine but didn’t share any information other than that she and Herb were nearing their twentieth wedding anniversary.


The journey from the airport to the hotel was a little over half an hour. When the bus finally pulled up and everyone had their luggage they were treated to another awe-inspiring moment.


The group strolled across white marble floors of the open-air lobby, gazing around in wonder. There were fresh flowers everywhere and a breath-taking ocean view across the from the check-in counter. The staff members present were beautiful Hawaiian natives, black haired, golden skinned and wearing flowery shirts, not unlike the folks at the airport.


“Aloha,” they said, as the group approached the desk.


Aleta, being the more the organized of the Kaye sisters, checked in, getting two keys, and two complimentary bottles of water.


“I think we are all on the same floor,” Aleta said, as she handed Georgie a key.


“I feel bad for whoever has to be next to Herb and Dottie,” Georgie said, as she watched Herb fussing with the clerk behind the counter.


“I feel bad for his wife,” Aleta said, shaking her head.


“He didn’t just wake up one day and decide to be a perpetual jerk. She knew exactly what he was like when she said ‘I do’ if you ask me,” Georgie yawned.


“Okay, Miss Grumpy-pants.”


“I’m sorry. I am tired. Even though we were just sitting on the plane I still feel exhausted.” Georgie covered her mouth as she yawned again.


“Well, Phil and Barbara are going to have a nightcap in the bar,” Aleta said.


“You go ahead. I brought bail money,” Georgie shrugged as she yawned again.


The entire group piled into one elevator with the exception of Herb and Dottie, since Herb was still haggling with the staff.


Aleta was correct about everyone being on the same floor. But the only neighbors were Georgie and Aleta who were next door to Norman and his son. After bidding good night they slipped the key into the door lock, waited for the green light to blink, then turned the handle and stepped inside.
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“How lovely,” Aleta sighed. “It even smells like fresh flowers in here.”


It was a simple room featuring two king sized beds with white on white comforters, curtains, carpet, and walls. The only splashes of color were the beautiful paintings of sea shells, orchids and sea turtles hanging on the walls.


The bathroom had a tub with massage jets and a separate shower. Also, on the counter were two pink fizzy bath bombs with a note from the staff welcoming the Kaye sisters and their Midhostel friends to the Halekulani and wishing them an enjoyable stay.


“I’ll be using one of these,” Georgie said, inhaling the sweet fragrance of the bath bomb. “Aleta, call the kids and tell them we aren’t coming home. Just send the pets and we’ll be sure to call them on Christmas and Easter.”


“I can’t believe we are actually in Hawaii,” Aleta mused. “It bears repeating. We’ve got some great kids. To think of us and send us on this trip really means a lot.”


“I still can’t believe how exhausted I am,” Georgie yawned. “All I did was sit and read. Normally, I’m much more energetic.”


“I don’t know how anyone could rest with Herb and Dottie at each other the entire trip. Although I did sleep through most of their bickering,” Aleta said, as she wheeled in her suitcase. “I was chatting with the other two couples in our group when you were in the gift shop and the four of them have travelled together before.”


“That’s nice,” Georgie said, absently. “Hey, we have a balcony,” she said, as she wheeled her own suitcase to the other side of the room. “I think I’m going to take a bath then sit on the balcony. Care to order room service for some dessert and then hit the hay?”


“I think I’m going to go exploring. I’ll find where the ice machine is, the ATM, the restaurant. You know, all the important stuff,” Aleta said, as she opened her suitcase and quickly started to put things away.


“Okay, but don’t think you can bring any fire walking natives back to the hotel room,” Georgie teased. “Here, maybe you’d like to change your clothes.”


Georgie pulled out of her suitcase a long, flower printed dress with a slit up the side and plunge down the front.


“Where on earth did you get that? Fredrick’s of Hollywood?”


“Of course not. Fredrick’s never had anything so nice.”


“No thanks. I’ll just stay in what I’m wearing, thanks.” Aleta tugged at the hem of her button down blouse and smoothed the front of her navy blue pants.


Once Aleta was off exploring, Georgie took a hot bath with the pink bath bomb and soaked for almost twenty minutes. When she got out she smelled just as good as the flower lei that she’d set on her nightstand. Without hesitating, she wrapped herself in one of the white terrycloth robes that was conveniently hanging on the back of the bathroom door and decided to sip her complimentary water out on the balcony. After wrapping her wet hair into a bright green turban she brought from home, Georgie pulled the sliding door open.


“Well, hello.” Norman was already out on his balcony.


“Hey Norm,” Georgie said. “Wow, what a view.” She looked over the railing to see the gigantic swimming pool that had the image of an orchid painted on the bottom. It was quiet and only a few of the guests were poolside, talking quietly as they sipped their cocktails and listened to the soft, twangy Hawaiian music being piped through hidden speakers.


“Will your sister be joining you?”


“Not right away. She went exploring. I would have gone with her, but I’m beat.”


“You and me both. The Bickerson’s kind of sucked the life out of me. What a dynamic duo those two make,” Norman said, as he rolled his eyes.


Georgie pulled one of the metal chairs on the balcony closer to Norman’s side and took a seat.


“Well, it takes all kinds of couples to make a marriage. Who knows? Maybe that’s how they show affection to one another.” Georgie thought of her ex-husband. Many people thought she and Detective Stan Toon were the perfect couple when they were out together. She knew they looked like it. He was forever making her laugh and, to be honest, she couldn’t say he was unattractive. Even after all the years they’d known each other, he continued to get better and better looking, keeping in shape and growing out his naturally wavy salt and pepper hair.


The thought distracted her for a moment and she hated Stan for that. Shaking her head she changed the subject.


“So, retired FBI. I have to ask, how much fun did you have on your job?”


“I had a lot of fun,” Norman laughed. “But, there were quite a few times things got intense.”


“Care to share?”


“I’d love to. My wife and son have heard all these stories before. It’s nice to have a new audience.”


Time flew by. When Aleta got back to the room she assumed Georgie would be asleep. Instead, she found all of the lights were still on and the patio door was wide open.


“I didn’t know a human head held that much blood,” Aleta heard Norman say.


“But what happened to the feet? Why were the feet on all the victims missing?”


“What in the world are you two talking about?” Aleta asked, her eyes wide as she stepped onto the balcony.


“Oh gosh,” Georgie jumped. “Norm was telling me some of the cases he worked on during his time in the FBI. He dealt with drug cartels.”


“Yikes,” Aleta replied.


“His stories woke me right up!” Georgie admitted. “Did you have a good time downstairs?”


“I did. I ran into some of the others from our group. Hector and Pam along with June and Forrester were in the bar,” Aleta said, cocking her head to one side and raising her eyebrows. Georgie could tell that Aleta had collected some kind of intelligence on something, so she decided to wrap it up with Norman and see what her sister had to say.


“Norm, you’ll have to finish your story later. I’ve got to get some rest or I won’t be worth anything tomorrow.”


“I’ll meet you back here tomorrow,” he smiled cheerfully.


“Sounds good.”


They all said good night and as Georgie closed and locked the sliding balcony door, she shifted her gaze to Aleta.


“What is it?” she demanded.


“You’re not going to believe what I learned from June and Pam.” Aleta set the scene, saying she had been strolling through the hotel and around the beautiful grounds when she came to the gate that led to the pool. After letting herself in, she crossed the huge patio and made her way into the open-air bar. The two couples were sitting there just relaxing, and chatting a mile a minute.


“They asked me to join them. So, I took a seat, got myself a pineapple juice and told them a little bit about us and what brought us to Midhostel and Hawaii.


“They said they’d been on several trips together and normally have a really good time. This Midhostel travel group is pretty popular in Chicago and has lots of good reviews. So it isn’t uncommon for them to see some of the same people on the trips.”


“Wow. What do they do for a living that they can travel so much?” Georgie asked, taking off her robe to reveal a gaudy flower patterned silk nightgown, then climbed into bed.


“Forrester is some kind of legal consultant. He and June have been married for eight years. Hector is in construction and according to Pam, his girlfriend, has his toe in the water of a few land investments. But none of them have any kids.”


“Oh, that explains why they have money to burn,” Georgie replied, while adjusting her blankets and settling in.


“Exactly. As it turns out they not only travel often but since they usually go through Midhostel because of the deals, they often run into each other on trips. They also run into Herb and Dottie at times.”


“Sorry. But that would be enough for me to pay the extra fees to use another travelling group.” Georgie cleared her throat.


“According to June, Dottie and Herb are always bickering. But they said that they’ve gotten used to it. It’s just the way they talk to one another.” Aleta shrugged as she pulled out her cell phone.


“Who are you calling? Emily?” Georgie asked. Aleta nodded her head. Emily was her one and only child who also lived in Chicago. She was taking care of both Aleta and Georgie’s houses as well as Georgie’s pug, Bodhi and Aleta’s cat, Freckles.


“I just want to check in with her so she knows we’re here and already having a good time.” Aleta stood up and went to the bathroom to talk. Georgie started to doze.


When Aleta returned, Georgie woke up with a startled snort.


“Everything is fine on the home front,” Aleta said. “And I guess Uncle Stan was checking up on her and the house, too. He wanted Emily to be sure to tell you he’d be waiting to see you in a coconut bra and grass skirt.”


“That man is crazy,” Georgie grumbled.


“As far as ex-husbands go, he’s not all bad though.”


“No. He’s not.” Georgie rolled on her side facing Aleta who sat down on the edge of the other bed. “He was never the kind of guy to fight with me over a stick of gum, that’s for sure.”


“No. You fought over him leaving you with the kids to go off in search of gold. You had every right to fight with him then.” Aleta pulled her pajamas out of the nightstand. Flannel pants and a matching t-shirt.


“We’d have turned into Herb and Dottie soon enough if we had stayed together,” Georgie mused as she started to close her eyes.


“I’m ready to go to sleep, too. We’ve got a big day at the beach tomorrow.” Aleta said.


“That’s right. I can show off my new bathing suit.” Georgie smiled with her eyes closed.


“You bought a new bathing suit?”


“Didn’t you?”


“No, Georgie. No one in Hawaii ever saw me in my old one so it’s like new.”


“That’s crazy. You’ll look like a tourist. Don’t worry, I’ll help you blend in.” Georgie reached out and patted her sister’s hand.


Once the lights in their hotel room were out, the Kaye sisters were asleep in no time. When they woke up it was raining.


“Oh, no. We we’re supposed to go to the beach today,” Georgie grumbled as she scratched her head. Opening the sliding balcony door, she stepped outside.


She smelled strong coffee and found Luke and Norman already up and enjoying the flowery fresh air.


“No beach today, I guess,” Georgie said.


“I just talked to Daniel and he said for everyone to have their suits on in an hour.”


“Is he crazy?” Aleta peeked her head outside. “Who knows how long this will last.”


Just then, a bright and almost glowing rainbow appeared in the sky as the sun punched through the rain clouds. Within five minutes the rain stopped and the blue sky started to spread. A magnificent rainbow formed almost directly in front of them.


“I said the same thing.” Norman replied. “But Daniel said spontaneous showers happen all the time and never last very long. It seems like he was right.”


“Must be why they call it the rainbow state.” Georgie replied.
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As instructed, within the hour everyone was in the lobby ready to head out to the beach.


“We’ll be going by shuttle to Punalu’u Beach,” Daniel said to the group. Has everyone got their sunscreen and thermos of rum?”


The group laughed except for Herb who was anxiously looking around for his wife. Finally, she appeared from the gift shop with a small bag.


“What took you so long?” Herb started in on Dottie right away.


“There was a line of people,” she replied.


“I don’t know why you needed to buy Chapstick,” Herb was practically gritting his teeth.


“Because my lips are chapped,” Dottie huffed.


They continued their arguing as they boarded the shuttle. Again, they tried to take the seat at the front but it looked like Daniel had anticipated the move and stacked his own beach bag, clipboard, beach towel and cooler of bottled water there.


A very unhappy Herb took the second seat and pouted.


“I can’t believe you are actually going to wear that bathing suit in public.” Aleta whispered to Georgie as they took their seat behind Herb and Dottie.


“There isn’t a thing wrong with it.” Georgie lifted her chin as she spoke.


“You’ll be a moving violation if you even try to walk anywhere on the beach.”


“Listen, baby sister. I looked high and low to find the perfect bathing suit for this trip. Not only is it modest, but it’s got a vintage flare to it. You’re lucky I’m not wearing a bikini.”


“Baby sister?” Norman said, as he slid into the seat behind the sisters. “I thought you guys were twins?”


“Georgie loves to remind me every chance she gets that she was born two minutes ahead of me. It’s only because she was just as bossy in the birth canal as she is now. I’m lucky I got out at all.”


Norman and Luke laughed.


The ride to Punalu’u Beach was a pleasant drive up the coast. Blue sky and water stretched out as far as the eye could see. The sky seemed to smile back at itself in the reflection of the calm sea.


“Could you imagine being on a boat out there?” Georgie asked Aleta. “It’s almost too overwhelming to contemplate.”


“So beautiful,” Aleta replied.


Once they were at the beach everyone gasped as Daniel smiled proudly.


“Not only can you sometimes catch a glimpse of the big seat turtles off this beach, but it is also one of the few beaches with black sand.” He gave the group a history lesson about the volcanoes, the centuries of evolution, the natural habitat and local critters.


“Not to worry. It feels no different from regular sand and will find its way everywhere, just like regular sand.” He laughed at his own joke before stepping aside to let everyone off the shuttle. 


Before long, everyone had staked out their own plots of real estate along the shore, after Daniel reminded them to meet back at the drop off point in three hours.


“Listen to that,” Georgie said, as she slipped her arm through Aleta’s. “Just the waves and the birds. No traffic. No jets from Midway Airport.”


“No EL trains,” Aleta added.


“I say we plant ourselves right here and don’t move until we are as dark as the natives,” Georgie said.


Norman and Luke dropped their gear and dashed off into the water. Hector and Pam were with Forrester and June, settling not far from Dottie and Herb, who finally decided on a spot after putting down and picking up their beach towels and bags in two apparently unsatisfactory places.


“What a pair,” Aleta chuckled, as the sisters spread out on a smooth spot of sand. “You couldn’t create characters like them if you tried.” She looked at Georgie who was pulling off her mu-mu. “Speaking of characters.”


Georgie’s one-piece bathing suit was a bright red and white polka-dotted halter-top that blended to a dark blue bottom. Three white buttons were placed at each pelvic bone like sailor uniforms had.


“Come on, sis. Let’s go test the water,” Georgie said, while pulling out a red bathing cap with blue and white flowers on it.


“You look like Miss Firecracker.” Aleta shook her head as she pulled off her shorts and t-shirt revealing her modest navy blue swimsuit.


They walked together to the water, daintily dipping a toe into the gently rolling surf. The water was warm and the air was thick with moisture, smelling of salt. The sun blazed brightly.


“Are you going to swim?” Aleta asked, as she inched out further.


“You know me. As soon as I can’t feel the bottom I’ll be running on top of the waves to get back on land,” Georgie laughed.


“You can touch the bottom for several yards out,” Daniel said, as he waded up to the pair. “I’m not the best swimmer, but I checked it out myself. You can cool off with complete confidence that you won’t drown. I don’t think we could have ordered up a more beautiful day. Am I right?”


Georgie, Aleta and Daniel bobbed up and down in water that was no higher than their elbows. They chatted with Daniel about his home life. Aleta explained how the trip was a gift from their kids.


Just as Georgie was about to point to some surfers in the distance, she saw the flailing arms of a man. Squinting to see better she gasped and pointed to a man struggling and flailing in the water. “Oh no! That looks like Herb out there! He’s in trouble!”


Daniel started yelling for help as Aleta started to swim out the distant figure. But it was Luke who managed to get to Herb first. Herb struggled even with Luke’s strong arm securely around him, keeping his head above water as Luke swam back to shore.


“He’s going to drown my boy,” Norman cursed, and swam out to help.


Finally, the two burly Heidenkamp’s got their feet under them and dragged an exhausted Herb back safely to the shore.


Dottie ran up to her husband. She was near in hysterics as she demanded that Norman and Luke drop him on the beach towel she’d dragged over.


Herb fell down on his hands and knees, coughing and shaking.


“You almost drowned me out there!” He gurgled accusingly at Luke.


“Did I hear that right?” Norman growled, clenching his meaty fists.


“It’s okay, Dad,” Luke said, taking his father by the hand like he was still a little boy. “We did the right thing.”


Georgie and Aleta could see Norman using every bit of his restraint to not drag Herb back to the water and push his head under the waves.


“I can’t believe this.” Herb continued to choke out his words, coughing and gasping. “I’ve never been on a vacation where the sights are so dangerous.”


“Herb, do you want me to call you an ambulance?” Daniel asked, his eyes wide with concern.


“How about you call my lawyer. This isn’t what I paid three-thousand dollars per person for.”


“Herb. Calm down.” Dottie tried to sooth her sputtering husband.


“You shut up! This was your idea. I can’t believe I listened to you.”


“Well, you didn’t have to come. And I’m not the one who went out too far and had a panic attack.”


“Panic attack?” Daniel looked at Herb suspiciously.


“You’ll be hearing from my lawyer when we get back to the mainland,” Herb said, as he leaned back on his heels, still coughing and shaking the water out of his ears. Dottie stayed faithfully by his side like a dog hoping its master might give it one stroke of affection.


“Are you all right?” Georgie asked Luke as he and his father approached the Kaye sisters where they were standing off to one side.


“Yeah. I’ve been a lifeguard at Oak Street Beach for the past three summers. I’ve dealt with tougher guys than him.” The young man smiled. He and his father were almost identical with the exception of Norman’s gray hair and wrinkles.


“I’ve never seen anyone more ungrateful,” Norman said with disgust.


“It’s okay, Dad. We didn’t go out there to get an ‘atta-boy’ anyway,” Luke said, as he clapped his dad on the shoulder.


“You sound like your mother. Although, if she were here she’d probably drag Herb back out in the water and leave him there,” Norman said with a chuckle as he squinted in Herb’s direction.


Georgie and Aleta laughed. They grabbed their towels and stretched out on the sand together with Luke and Norman, talking and enjoying the beach.


Pam and June had been sitting not far from Herb and Dottie’s spot. Finally tired of the continual arguing, June got up and went to join her husband in the water, wading waist deep but no further.


Before the twins were ready, it was time to leave Punalu’u Beach. The itinerary gave the travelers several hours to explore on their own, to swim at the hotel pool, enjoy the spa, or even take a long nap.


Georgie and Aleta rode quietly in the shuttle, feeling relaxed and lazy.


“What should we do with our free time?” Aleta asked her twin.


“How about we wash up and go get some dessert.”


“That sounds like a splendid idea.”


“I’m going to sue. I don’t care,” Herb whispered to Pam who had sat with him because Dottie was looking for a lost earring between the seats ahead. “I could have died out there.”


“But Herb, do you think you’ve got a case? I mean, you swam all the way out there,” Pam whispered back.


“There were no markers, no buoys, nothing. Hell yes I have a case. Plus, they won’t want the publicity. They’ll settle long before anything goes to trial.”


“I guess you don’t have anything to lose,” Pam said, without much emotion in her voice. “Might as well go after the guys who pulled you out, too. They might have hurt your back.” She chuckled nervously at her own sarcasm, but it was lost on Herb, who was now seriously considering an angle he hadn’t thought of.


“Come this time next year, I’ll have my own private island here in Hawaii.”


Georgie looked at Aleta. They’d both clearly heard Herb’s plans since they were sitting directly behind him and Pam.


“It never ceases to amaze me how people given a second shot at life don’t look at what they could have lost but instead look for how they can gain,” Aleta chewed her bottom lip. “Does he even know how lucky he is to be alive?”


“I know what you’re thinking, Aleta,” Georgie put her hand on her sister’s arm. “If William were here he would have been right beside Norm’s wife, dragging that sorry excuse back out to the ocean.”


Aleta’s late husband, William, had passed away several years ago and Georgie knew Aleta still missed him on a daily basis.


“Had he survived, he would have never looked for a handout like that. And look at you,” she sniffed, as tears started to form in her eyes. “Never looking back. Always looking forward to live and laugh.”


“It’s okay, Aleta. Remember, we’re on vacation.”


“You never blamed anyone when the cancer showed up. Not even God, who gets blamed for everything from war to bad skin. No. You did what they told you and surrounded yourself with positive stuff and now look at you. Dressing like a confectionary warehouse exploded.”


They giggled.


“This is the last place I want to talk about cancer, Aleta.” George took her sister’s hand. “I want to talk about what we are going to eat and wear and buy. That’s it.”


It didn’t take long for Herb’s scam idea to spread as Pam told her boyfriend and he told his buddy Forrester, and so throughout the small grapevine until Norman asked Georgie on the balcony if she’d heard about his plan.


“We were right behind him. The only thing he didn’t do was hunch his shoulders, wring his hands and laugh insanely like Renfield from Dracula.”


“Unbelievable,” Norman ground out. “It doesn’t pay to be a nice guy. My dad used to say that. It’s amazing how many times he’s been proven right.”


“Our dad used to say never volunteer,” Georgie joked.


“Was he in the service?” Norman’s anger abated slightly.


“Army.”


“Yeah, that’s something they’d say in the Marine’s too. I did four years right out of high school.” He shook his head. “But I’ll tell you this. If that jerk thinks he can punish my boy for doing a good deed and saving his sorry—well, he’s got another think coming. I didn’t work in the FBI without picking up a few things in the process. A guy like that should be taught a lesson.”


“Don’t worry, Norm. Fate has a way of dealing with jerks like Herb. And gentlemen like Luke.” Georgie patted his big, muscular arm. Still, the scowl on the retired FBI agent’s face made Georgie glad she wasn’t on the receiving end of it.
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“All right, y’all.” Daniel clapped to get everyone’s attention. The short shuttle ride to the evening’s scheduled entertainment, a genuine luau, had been exciting and boisterous. Everyone on the tour bus was well rested, sun-kissed and starving.


“Now, there is a lot that happens at a Germain’s Luau,” he continued. “There will be hula and fire dancers, and traditional Hawaiian singing accompanied by the ukulele. And they do expect audience participation.”


“I’d pay cash to see them get Herb to do a hula dance,” Georgie whispered to Aleta.


“I don’t know. He might threaten to sue for mental anguish,” Aleta replied.


“You can get your picture taken, you now, like you are at the prom,” Daniel continued, making everyone laugh. “There are wonderful tropical drinks. Oh, yeah, and there is food. Lots and lots of food. So I hope you are all as hungry as I am.”


When the shuttle arrived at the venue the sun was just grazing the horizon. A vibrant kaleidoscope of colors spread across the sky as another day in the Hawaiian Islands wound down. Germain’s Luau was located on top of a cliff that overlooked the ocean that was streaked with orange and red.


Flickering tiki lamps lead the way along a sandy path flanked by green grass, palm trees and, of course, more orchids.


“Aloha.” A smiling, muscular young man said as he greeted the group. He led them down the path toward the main feasting area.


“His skirt is tighter that yours,” Aleta said to Georgie. “Thank goodness yours isn’t that short.”


“Very funny.” Georgie smoothed out her yellow and purple flowered dress. “I’ll have you know that while I was waiting for you in the lobby while you went back for your camera, one of the hotel check-in girls said I looked lovely.”


“Was it that cross-eyed girl who was slowly going blind from looking directly into the sun? Poor thing can only see vague shapes and glaring, unnatural colors. You were probably the only thing she could see in the entire lobby.”


“Hardy-har. Aren’t you a riot?”


Aleta slipped her arm through Georgie’s as she laughed.


Just over a lovely hill and down the grassy knoll were long picnic tables lined up in front of a stage that was elegantly decorated with blooming foliage and giant stone sculptures and surfboards.


“Whatever they are cooking smells fantastic,” Norman said, as he sidled up to Georgie and Aleta. “Hey, Dan. What’s the main course?”


Everyone leaned in to hear.


“It’s called Kaluha pork. In a nutshell, a massive pig that has been cooking in the ground for two days. It melts in your mouth. Trust me. You’ll love it.”


“The pig has been in the ground?” Herb asked wrinkling his nose.


“It’s an old tradition, Herb. Trust me. It’s safe, sanitary and delicious.” Daniel tried to assure the man but to no avail.


“This is something we should have been informed of before we agreed to come here.” Herb didn’t see anyone around him. His eyes were focused on Daniel as if he’d just tried to lift his wallet. “I will not eat something that has been buried in the dirt.”


“That’s all right, Herb. This is a buffet. You’ll find something you like.” Daniel tried to sound calm, but it was obvious to Georgie and Aleta that he was reaching his breaking point with Herb. The entire tour group knew that there hadn’t been an hour in the day that Herb wasn’t calling him, texting him or arguing face-to-face with him as he was doing now. Nothing made the guy happy and if it wasn’t him that was unhappy then it was something his wife didn’t like.


“Herb. Trust me. Have a drink and—”


“You know I’m an alcoholic!” Herb shouted.


“How could you tell him to go have a drink?” Pam said in shock.


“I didn’t say it had to have alcohol in it. You think you’re the first alcoholic to ever come to Germain’s? Hardly,” Daniel replied. “They’ve got plenty of non-alcoholic drinks.”


“If this is how the rest of this trip is going to be, you can bet I’ll be contacting my lawyer as soon as we touch down on the mainland.” Herb scowled before stomping off.


Dottie started to go after him but he shook off her arm and she returned to the group, her lips pinched together, her arms folded across her chest and her chin lifted in defiance.


“Does anyone else have an issue with the hundred year old tradition of Kaluha pork?” Daniel asked, quickly scanning the faces of the tour group gathered around him. Everyone shook their heads no. “Great. Then we are at table ten.”


With the drama quickly pushed aside in favor of delicious food, Herb was quickly and easily forgotten. The bodies of the hula dancers waved like palm trees in a gentle breeze. The fire dancers jumped high, twirling their fire sticks, coming dangerously close to singeing various parts of their bodies, but never quite doing so.


“The buffet is open,” Daniel said. “Everyone, just get in line.”


As if they were sharing the same mind, Georgie and Aleta went for the dessert table first. They tried the haupia, which was nothing more than coconut milk and sugar with a little cornstarch and water formed into little cubes. Each lady took a healthy slice of Hawaiian wedding cake and finally Hawaiian mochi pound cake.


For two people who were upset over the cooking procedure of the main course, Herb and Dottie were first in line at the buffet. When they came back their plates were piled high with all kinds of delicacies. Georgie was almost positive she saw some of the pig on their plates but decided not to ask about it.


However, it didn’t take long for an argument to start.


“I don’t know if it has garlic in it,” Herb snapped.


“Well, you know I can’t eat garlic past six o’clock,” Dottie replied.


“Will she turn into a pumpkin?” Georgie whispered to Aleta who nearly choked trying not to laugh.


“This fish is way too salty,” Herb continued, as if he hadn’t heard his wife. “This bread is as dry as that sand out there. The bottled water costs three dollars. Can you believe that? And it isn’t even Evian.”


“I feel bad for Pam and Hector sitting next to them,” Aleta said. “If that man went a single hour without complaining, I’ll bet his head would explode.”


“Herb, I want to go buy a souvenir,” Dottie said, grabbing her purse.


“Why the hell do you want to remember this awful experience?”


“I have to bring something back.”


“I told you to pick up some shells while we were at the beach.”


“I didn’t see any shells,” Dottie huffed as she stepped away from the picnic table, swinging her purse defiantly over her shoulder.


“Wait one second. Dottie!” Herb called, before hustling after her.


“Isn’t it strange how you can get sick to death of pumpkin flavor during the fall season at home, but I have yet to turn down a pineapple anything since we arrived?” Georgie asked Aleta as she licked at a bit of whipped icing at the corner of her lip.


“I know.” Aleta concurred. “And I couldn’t care less if they cooked this pig in the ground or in a tire fire. It tastes delicious.”


The sisters continued to chat as the entertainment went on around them. Guests of the luau were kept busy refilling their plates, getting drinks at the bar, and taking pictures of the stunning sunset that highlighted the magnificent descent down the side of the cliff to the beach and rocks below.


“I think that cabana boy is looking at you, Georgie,” slurred Pam who obviously had enjoyed one too many pina coladas.


“Are you sure about that, Pam? I think he might be looking at you.” Georgie teased back. Although she didn’t think it was polite to call the fire dancers cabana boys, she didn’t hold it against Pam who was obviously having a harmless good time. She wore a halter top leaving very little to the imagination, with a pair of short shorts that could have easily been bikini bottoms. But, she and Hector were still young, dating and having a good time. Georgie was never one to judge someone’s taste in clothing. Unless it was Aleta.


Luke had just come back from his third trip to the buffet line when June and Forrester came up with a photograph in their hands that they showed the Kaye sisters.


“That looks lovely,” Aleta said. “Come on, Georgie. Let’s go get our picture taken. We’ll send a copy of it to the kids for Christmas.”


Georgie loved the idea and after one last scoop of Hawaiian wedding cake she wiped her mouth, patted her hair in place, straightened her dress and followed Aleta.


Daniel was right in that getting a photograph taken at Germain’s was like posing at prom. Couples lined up to have their picture taken with the sunset as a spectacular backdrop. The men snuggled their women in cute poses where they smiled without a care in the world. All bills and car troubles and work schedules were forgotten for the time being and everyone looked beautiful and happy.


“Do I look all right?” Aleta asked, as she touched her hair.


“You look fantastic.” Georgie put her arm around her as they inched their way up in the short line to the photographer.


The couples would each stand on a small platform. The women were given a flower crown that they were each allowed to keep, and the men received a lei. The backdrop was simply a brilliant sunset reflecting in the calm sea.


“You look like someone who has retired here and doesn’t need the flowery shirts or grass skirts to feel comfortable.” Georgie hugged Aleta’s arm tightly, “You really do fit right in, Aleta.”


“And you are my favorite accessory.” Aleta joked. “Do you think a grass skirt is comfortable?”


“I think they are nude underneath them.” Georgie replied.


“What does that have to do with them being uncomfortable?”


“One million Hawaiians can’t be wrong.” Georgie urged her sister up a few steps.


“They’ve got something on underneath them here, don’t you think?”


“I don’t know. Maybe you should ask Pam. I saw her following that cabana boy off to who knows where.”


“You shouldn’t call him the cabana boy,” Aleta scolded. “He’s a fire dancer. That’s much manlier.”


“It is. But sometimes a nickname just sticks.”


“You mean like Boom-boom or Porkchop?” Aleta smirked. Only the twins knew of the pet names that Stan had tried to give to Georgie. Over the years of their marriage and especially after the divorce he couldn’t help himself as he tried to mend fences, labeling Georgie with what he thought were terms of endearment. 


“The man tried.” Georgie harrumphed.


“I wonder what Herb and Dottie call each other,” Aleta mused.


“If I were a fly on the wall in their house, I would buzz myself into the nearest spider web as soon as they started bickering.” Georgie rolled her eyes. “I wonder if he let her buy anything at the souvenir stand.”


“I don’t know. I don’t see either one of them,” Aleta said as she scanned the crowd.


Just as it was their turn to get a picture, a horrified scream cut through the entire luau. The photographer froze, and everyone turned in the direction it came from. The dancers and fire jugglers stopped mid-routine, looking bewildered. Georgie and Aleta looked at each other before hustling to get behind the two members of the security staff and the manager of the event who were all moving quickly toward the source of the sound.


Just off the west end of the property, about five yards from where everyone was celebrating and enjoying themselves, a terrified woman looking to be about seventy years old stood near the edge of the cliff, pointing down.


The security guards and the manager reached her first. When they looked over the edge to see what she was pointing at, they gasped. One man had to turn away, shaking his head and holding his stomach.


“That’s not good,” Aleta said, as she watched Georgie carefully approach the edge and peek over.   


“Oh no,” Georgie muttered, putting her hand over her heart.


“What is it?” Aleta asked, her eyes wide.


“It’s Herb.” Georgie turned away from the cliff edge, “I think he’s dead.”
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Georgie and Aleta didn’t know what to do until the police arrived and the other guests at the luau were told to leave. Everyone in the Midhostel Travel and Tours group had to remain for questioning.


The twins took their seats back at the picnic table, along with June and Forrester. The couple barely spoke and seemed to be in complete shock.


“Have you seen my dad?” Luke asked nervously.


“No, honey,” Aleta said, before looking at Georgie. “He’s around somewhere.”


As if on cue, Norman arrived looking disheveled and sweaty.


“The bathrooms are hard to find.” He panted, wiping his forehead and smiling. “What’s the matter? Is the show over?”


“Dad, it’s that Herb guy. He’s dead.” Luke said. “He fell off the cliff. The police are questioning everyone about what they saw or didn’t see.”


“Well, that’s an easy one. His wife pushed him,” Norman said, matter-of-factly. “And I can’t say that I blame her.”


Georgie and Aleta were both shocked at Norman’s off-hand manner.


“Come on. The guy was a jerk. She and the whole world are better off without him,” Norman said, as he shoveled in mouthfuls of pork. “Can any of you say you’ll miss him?”


“That isn’t the issue,” Georgie said firmly. “The time of a person’s death isn’t up to us.”


“That’s a real shame sometimes,” Norman replied. “But I’d be lying if I said I was in any way sorry for this. He was ruining everyone’s vacation. I spent too much money on it to shed a tear over a guy I didn’t really know.”


On one hand, Georgie could see Norman’s point. Herb was a jerk and he did make people uncomfortable. And if anyone had pushed him, the obvious suspect was surely his wife who had probably suffered a fit of temporary insanity brought on by Herb’s incessant nagging. But to not even take a moment, not even show some sympathy to the remaining spouse. That was too much for Georgie to choke down.


But before she could say anything more to Norman, two policemen walked past the picnic tables, one on each side of Dottie. Her face was expressionless. Her eyes were looking all around at the lights, the fire pit, and the empty tables.


“See? Told you.” Norman said, exhaling as if he’d been waiting to see something to assure him his theory was right.


“She isn’t in handcuffs,” Georgie said. “She looks like she’s in shock.”


“She probably is. Murder can do that to a person.”


Georgie leaned back and studied Norman. His son didn’t seem to be shocked by what his father was saying. He was probably used to having such a father. A man bigger than life, who whisked him around the world for exotic vacations and father-son bonding trips.


Norman had come back all sweaty, mused Georgie to herself. No one, not even his son, knew where he was when Herb took a dive over the edge. It was a pretty strange coincidence but at this moment that was all it was. A coincidence.


The police came to the table and asked Luke and Norman to come with them for questioning. Georgie watched Norman as he spoke confidently to one of the officers. Luke looked much more concerned, with his hands in his pockets and alternately nodding, then shaking his head. His father, on the other hand, smiled, shrugged and at the end shook hands with the officer they were speaking with. Even clapping the guy on the arm as if he was giving his personal approval of the way the local authorities were handling the situation.


“What do you think of that?” Aleta said.


“I’m not sure, Aleta. But the guy has a motive.”


“He does?”


Georgie went on to tell Aleta about the conversation Norman and she had on the balcony after Luke had swam out into the water to rescue Herb.


“Herb had mentioned suing after Luke pulled him out of the ocean. Norman got wind of that and basically said if the man tried to sue his son he’d use stuff he learned at the FBI to take care of him.” Georgie nervously chewed her thumbnail. “Now, he didn’t say kill. But he didn’t not say it, either.”


“He’s a pretty dedicated papa-bear,” Aleta said. “But do you think he’d kill someone? Herb could have just been talking. He could have been blowing smoke trying to sound like a big man when he was really bluffing the whole time.”


“Maybe,” Georgie replied.


“Guys like him probably threaten to sue all the time, but are more interested in someone offering to settle out of court.” Aleta nodded. “As far as we know he didn’t contact a lawyer.”


“No. But we’d have no way of knowing that. Not unless he spoke about it.” Aleta looked at Dottie who was sitting at the edge of a picnic table away from everyone, clutching a bottle of water with a policeman on either side of her.


“Do you think she would tell us?” Georgie asked.


“I doubt it. How do you ask a woman not even widowed for an hour if her husband had contacted a lawyer a few hours prior to his death? It would make you look suspicious,” Aleta replied. “Not to mention the fact that you might walk away with a black eye.”


“Why?”


“Widows have very little tolerance for stupid questions.” Aleta smirked, shaking her head. “You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff people asked me after William passed.”


“Really? You never mentioned it.”


“I guess I sort of forgot about it until now.” Aleta snickered. “Isn’t it funny what will jog your memory?”


“What did people ask you?” Georgie leaned in closer.


“You know that Mrs. Becker from down the street?”


Georgie nodded her head.


“She asked at the wake if she could have William’s clothes because he and her husband Albert were the same size.”


“She didn’t!” Georgie was horrified.


“Yes. She said she’d even take his underwear.”


“No!” Georgie gasped. Then she started to giggle.


“I couldn’t even tell you how many of his friends asked for his tools.” Aleta was chuckling with tears in her eyes. “The real kicker was that Joe Pistello guy he worked with.”


“My gosh. I remember that name. William thought he was a jerk.”


“He was a jerk. Cheated on his wife. Drank too much. Just a real piece of work.” Aleta rolled her eyes. “He said that William borrowed a book from him and never gave it back. Could he pick a replacement from among William’s books?”


Georgie put her hand over her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut as she quietly laughed. Her red cheeks made the laughter contagious and Aleta started to laugh harder, too.


“I guess I won’t be asking Dottie a thing. I won’t even ask her what time it is.” Georgie cleared her throat as Norman and Luke headed back toward them.


After a few more questions and watching the paramedics lowering two men and a gurney to the rocky floor below the cliff, everyone on the Midhostel tour was ushered onto the shuttle to head back to the hotel. All of the group except for Dottie, of course, who would have paperwork and phone calls to take care of at the police station.


That was when Daniel made his first appearance to the group. He looked like he’d swallowed a baker’s dozen of bad oysters.


“Ladies and gentlemen.” Daniel pulled himself together. “Although we have suffered a tragedy, after speaking with Midhostel corporate, I was instructed to continue with the tour schedule for the next few days.”


“Where was he when Herb took a nosedive?” Georgie asked Aleta, but only got an elbow in the ribs as a reply.


“If you feel you must cut your trip short and want to head back home early, Midhostel will refund the price of a coach ticket after you submit the proper forms via the instructions on their webpage.” He swallowed hard. “However, local law enforcement recommends you remain here until the investigation is concluded. Personally, I think they are likely to rule Herb’s death an accident.”


“He wasn’t around. I remember looking for him to ask a question about the pig. I thought he was just getting more food or a drink or something but he was nowhere to be found.” Georgie looked at Aleta.


“Don’t you think Daniel has dealt with tougher hombres than Herb?” Aleta whispered to Georgie.


“Herb was making a big deal about being told to have a drink when he’s an alcoholic. Maybe he thought Herb was going to sue him, too.” Georgie spoke softly to her sister.


“You don’t push a person off the cliff for that. Hey, did you ever think that maybe Herb thought he could pretend to get hurt and almost fall off a cliff in order to sue Germain’s and he overstepped?” Aleta arched her right eyebrow as she looked at Georgie. 


“Way to rain on my parade, Aleta.”


“Your parades are creepy, Georgie.”
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The bus ride back to the hotel was a somber one. June and Forrester sat closely together, their keepsake photo in June’s lap. Hector was looking out the window as Pam quietly snored. She’d fallen asleep almost as soon as everyone was onboard, oblivious to what had happened. Even though it was a beautiful seventy-five degrees, she’d covered herself in a Germain’s beach towel she’d bought at the souvenir shop.


Norman and Luke also looked out the window as the palm trees and miles of beach and water passed.


“It’s like a tomb on this shuttle,” Georgie whispered.


“Yeah, who would have thought The Bickerson’s brought so much to the table?” Aleta replied. “I’m not saying everyone should be acting like nothing happened, but I’d have thought this would make for an exciting topic. Let’s face it, he wasn’t related to any of us. It’s okay to speak about it, isn’t it?”


“Maybe everyone’s in shock,” Georgie replied. “Look at Daniel, for example. He’s got something on his mind, that’s for sure.”


Once at the hotel everyone scattered for their rooms, undoubtedly to discuss the event of the evening privately and decide what they were going to do about the offer to go home or stay. Georgie and Aleta were no different.


“I’m not leaving,” Georgie said. “I don’t think Herb accidentally killed himself. But if he did, it was nothing less than he deserved. The guy was a jerk. I see no need to pretend he wasn’t.”


“I agree. But I do think he was just the kind of person to have a slip-and-fall at a casino or Wal-Mart and then sue for the imaginary spill on the floor,” Aleta replied from the bathroom.


“I think I’m going to see what our neighbor thinks. I want to see if he’s softened up a bit or if he still sounds like he threw Herb of the cliff by the scruff of the neck.” Georgie spoke softly, pointing to the wall of their next-door neighbors.


“Okay. I’m going to get some ice.” Aleta stepped out of the bathroom. “I don’t know if you know this, but I managed to swipe a couple squares of Hawaiian wedding cake when no one was looking.”


“When did you do that?”


“When people were being questioned by the police.” Aleta shrugged. “There wasn’t anything else to do.”


“I’m glad you’ve got your priorities in order.”


“I always do.” Aleta waved as she pulled the hotel room door open just as Georgie was going to the patio door.


No sooner had Georgie stepped outside than Norman appeared on his balcony.


“What a night.” Georgie started.


“Yeah. Georgie, I owe you an apology,” Norman said, leaning on the railing.


“What for?”


“For the way I went on back there. Luke told me I sounded like a real jerk. He even said that I had taken the place of Herb as the guy making people feel uncomfortable.” He sighed. “So, I’m sorry for being such a hardhead.”


“It’s okay, Norm. People deal with things differently. Besides, who expects something like this to happen on their vacation? Everyone was blindsided.” Georgie patted his hand.


“I called my wife and told her. You know what she said to me?”


“What?” Georgie took a seat.


“She said she always knew my temper would get the best of me.” He chuckled.


“Wives have the tendency to know their husbands better than they think.” Georgie watched Norman, wondering in the back of her mind how sincere his apology really was.


“She might have to fall off a cliff, too.” He laughed, shaking his head. “No. No. I’m kidding. I’m kidding.”


“Georgie?” Aleta peeked out the sliding door. “Emily wants to talk to you for a second.”


“Oh, that’s my niece,” Georgie said. “Good night, Norman.”


“Goodnight ladies,” Norman said, shifting his gaze to the pool and palm trees as if Georgie and Aleta were already gone.


Aleta slid the door shut behind Georgie and snapped the lock in place before closing the curtains.


“I’m sorry, Georgie.” Aleta took Georgie by the hand and pulled her to the edge of the bed to sit down. She grabbed her purse and pulled out a ball of paper napkins. “Emily isn’t on the phone. I didn’t want Norman to hear what I’m saying.”


“Where’s the ice?” Georgie asked.


“Forget the ice,” Aleta said, as she carefully placed two little wedges of cake on one napkin for Georgie and the other two on a napkin for herself. “You won’t believe what I heard in the hallway.”


Aleta went on to describe the incident that had clearly shaken her.


“There was a bit of commotion in the hallway coming from Pam and Hector’s room,” Aleta said, before taking a bite of slightly mashed wedding cake.


“That’s not a surprise. She’d had quite a bit to drink,” Georgie said, as she stood to grab the complimentary bottled waters that were on the dresser. “I don’t think I saw her take a single bite of food, either.”


“Well, Hector was trying to calm her down from the sound of it. She was talking loudly. Not screaming. Not crying. But she was making it clear she wasn’t happy with him, if you can believe that.”


“What was she upset about? Did she even realize that Herb was dead? She was sleeping like a baby on the bus.”


“I don’t know about that. But as I was casually slowing my stroll past their door to listen, I saw Daniel hurry from his room. He looked even worse than he did on the bus ride back.”


“Is that possible?” Georgie started on her second piece of wedding cake.


“He looked like death warmed over. He slammed his door shut and stomped down the hallway toward the elevators. Of course, I had to follow.”


“He didn’t see you?”


“Nope.” Aleta took the bottle of water out of Georgie’s hand and downed a big gulp. “He was too distracted. Too worried.”


“About what?”


Aleta described to Georgie how she followed Daniel down the long hallway. He was barefoot, still in his jeans and a Hawaiian shirt, but his skin was pale and shone with sweat. He got to the elevator and began pacing back and forth after pressing the down button.


“I stood just out of view against the wall,” Aleta explained. “Across from me was a framed pastel drawing of a bouquet of orchids next to a pile of seashells. I kept an eye on Daniel’s reflection in the glass while I listened. The next thing I knew he was talking on his cell phone, saying that he couldn’t believe something was happening. He kept yelling at the person he was talking to, saying not to tell him to calm down, that this was making things worse that he could ever have imagined.”


Aleta continued. “When I peeked around the corner, I saw Daniel standing in front of the elevator with his hand over his eyes. There were sweat stains at his armpits and I can’t be sure, but I think he was crying.”


Taking a deep breath, Aleta got the rest of her story out in a rush. “I thought I heard him saying something like, ‘How could I have been so stupid? What am I going to do?’ He kept shifting from his right foot to his left and back to his right again. That was when I heard a ping and the red going down light lit up at the end of the elevator bank.”


“Was that it?” Georgie asked her sister.


Aleta nodded, “Pretty much, although I distinctly heard him say he had to get out of here as he stepped into the elevator. Then the doors slid shut and that was that.


“Well, that sounds like everything but a direct confession.” Georgie wiped her hands and took the water bottle for a swig. “I’ll bet I know what happened.”


“What?” Aleta popped the second piece of cake into her mouth whole.


“I’ll bet he went to talk to Herb, you know, to smooth things over regarding the whole alcoholic comment.”


“That’s what I was thinking.” Aleta nodded.


“Maybe he asked Herb to come and talk with him in private. I’m sure Herb was uncooperative and probably more than a little rude. Things escalated when Daniel realized he was getting nowhere talking to this jerk, and maybe gave Herb a little shove, or maybe Daniel just took a threatening step toward him. The next thing Daniel knew, Herb was no longer standing in front of him. He’d met his doom at the bottom of Germaine’s Cliff of Death.” Georgie speculated wildly, waving her hands in the air and slopping water out of the open bottle that was still in her hand. “ That’s what I’m going to call it from now on, by the way. Germaine’s Cliff of Death.”


“That’ll get the tourists to spend their money.” Aleta wrinkled her nose.


“Are you kidding? Had there been a murder at Germaine’s before this I would have been asking that cabana boy for all the details.”


“You would, too,” Aleta teased. “And still with the cabana boy? He was the entertainment.”


“Tomato, tomato.” Georgie shrugged and began to get ready for bed. “Hey, I almost forgot. I brought us a surprise,” she said, digging through her make-up bag that was almost as big as a regular piece of luggage and stuffed to the brim. “Where are they?”


“I can’t imagine how Daniel is feeling right about now.” Aleta sighed. “The poor guy. It was an accident. I’m sure it was. Herb was a jerk. Not to speak ill of the dead, but he really was. I’ll bet there was a long line of people back in Chicago wishing he was dead.”


“A-ha! There you are you little devils.” Georgie chuckled before pulling two packets from her bag. She handed one to Aleta.


“Princess Huna’ai Pineapple Lava Facial Mask.” Aleta read aloud.


“See what it says at the bottom?” Georgie smirked as she ripped hers open and began to smear it across her face. “Guaranteed to bring out the smooth subtleness of dew-kissed, island skin in all of us.”


“Boy, that really smells like pineapple.” Aleta pulled hers open and did the same.


“It’s better than smelling like lava, I suppose,” Georgie said, as she smoothed it over her forehead, cheeks and chin. “I think we better keep an eye on Daniel. It sounded to me like he was looking for a reason to get out of here. If he leaves the island, good luck finding him on the mainland.”


“He’d never survive prison.” Aleta mused.


“No. He’s too much of a gentleman. But, I guess he’s not such a gentleman that he’d admit to murder. Maybe he’s harder than we think.”


“That southern drawl is deceptive,” Aleta said. “I think the sweet smell of this stuff is giving me sugar overload.”


“Dew-kissed island skin, Aleta. Dew-kissed.” Georgie urged her sister. “We are supposed to leave this on for fifteen minutes, then rinse with cool water. You know, I almost forgot what Norman had said since you had such a newsflash when you came back from getting ice.”


“Oh, yeah. That guy was my first guess as to who pushed Herb off Germaine’s Cliff of Death,” Aleta said. “What did he have to say for himself? He was anything but compassionate. He had the case solved before they even thought it was a homicide.”


Georgie quietly told Aleta the conversation she had with Norman.


“Yikes. That casts a dark shadow on him now, doesn’t it?” Aleta rubbed her arms to chase away the chill of having such a strange bird in the hotel room right next door.


“He also had a motive. The whole Herb almost drowning debacle.” Georgie rolled her eyes. “He looks like the kind of guy who would do anything to protect his kid.”


“Isn’t it weird?” Aleta talked out of the side of her mouth as she continued smoothing the mask on her face. “It’s like it was time for Herb to die and the universe tried to call him home by drowning, but Luke got in the way. So, destiny did things another way and knocked him off a cliff.”


“Destiny. AKA, Daniel—or Norman.” Georgie chuckled. “How’s your face?”


“Hardening u, Aleta said, as she touched the clay on her cheeks.


“Okay. Time to wash it off.”


“Georgie, we’re forgetting one important piece of the puzzle.”


“What’s that?” Georgie’s voice was muffled by the wet face cloth she had buried her face in.


“Dottie.”


“Oh gosh, I plum forgot about her. If I ever saw a case for justifiable homicide it was with her.” Georgie wiped the black clay from her face and inspected the familiar lines carefully. “Do I look like a dew-kissed islander?”


“You look like a common-sense Midwesterner.”


“I’ll take it,” Georgie said. “I wonder if she’s still with the police.”


At that moment there was a knock at the door.


“Who could that be?” Aleta whispered.


Georgie shrugged and quietly walked to the door. When she looked out the peephole her breath stuck in her throat.
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“Who is it?” Aleta mouthed.


“Uhm, yes, Pam?” Georgie said, as she opened the door two inches, leaving the security bar in place so Pam couldn’t force herself inside. Georgie wasn’t sure why she felt so threatened around the woman. But alcohol affected people differently and kept things unpredictable. Georgie would have never expected to see Pam, still wearing her halter top and barely-there denim shorts with no shoes. She was swaying as if she were standing on the deck of a boat.


“Hi, Kaye.” Pam’s voice was heavy with alcohol. “Can I come in for a second?”


“I’m sorry Pam, but my sister and I are going to bed, Georgie said firmly.


“I just need to talk to someone,” she replied, not deterred by the door or the lock. “I’m so sad. I’m just so sad.”


“What are you sad about, Pam?” Georgie asked the woman who was looking at her through narrowed, bloodshot eyes. Black smudges of mascara were beneath her eyes and her hair was flattened on one side. In her drunken stupor, Pam was also nervously picking at what looked like a rash on her wrist. “What is that? Do you need some calamine lotion? I’m sure I packed some.”


“No.” Pam wrapped her hands behind her back and smiled like a guilty child. “It won’t make me feel any better.”


“Tell me what’s eating you, Pam.” Georgie held her ground, still unwilling to open the door any wider.


“How? How can you ask that?” She stuttered and slurred her words. “How can you even ask that? A man died. He died today. Herb. He died.”


“Yes, Pam. We know,” Georgie said.


“She finally did it.” Pam pouted her lips.


“Who?” Georgie was tempted to let Pam in, put on a pot of coffee and let the woman ramble on until all hours of the night.


“Dottie.” Pam replied easily. “She finally killed him. If she couldn’t have him, no one would. That’s what Herb said she said. He said if anything happened to him, find out where Dottie was at the time.”


“How do you know this?” Georgie asked.


“Oh, I know all about it.” Pam smiled as if she knew the answer to some trivia question that would earn her a free round of drinks. “I know what kind of woman Dottie is, and I know for a fact that she—”


“Pam!” Hector called from down the hall carrying a bucket of ice. “What is wrong with you? Get back in the room!” His voice was harsh as he shouted in a loud whisper.


“I’m talking with Kaye.”


“Her name is Georgie. Jeez, Pam.” Hector’s cheeks burned red as he reached for his girlfriend. “I’m so sorry, Georgie. She doesn’t know when to say no.”


“Her name is Kaye and I do so know when to say no. I’m saying no to you right now.” She pulled her hand away from his.


“Hector is going to take you back to your room. Look, he’s got ice and you can lie down. Why wouldn’t you want to go with him?” Georgie soothed through the crack in her door.


Pam looked at Georgie like she was crazy.


“I know if a man like that was asking me to go with him I wouldn’t hesitate.” Georgie tried reverse psychology. It worked with all three of her children when they were acting up. And it worked with the intoxicated Pam, who suddenly turned on Georgie.


“You would, wouldn’t you?” Pam sneered, as the alcohol twisted and turned her emotions with the slightest breeze.


“Come on, Pam.” Hector mouthed an apology in Georgie’s direction as he took Pam’s hand and pulled her down the hallway. Georgie smiled and waved her hand like she was swiping at a cobweb.


Once Pam and Hector were behind closed doors, Georgie shut their door, snapped the deadbolt in place and looked at Aleta. “Did you get all that?”


“No. What was she saying?”


Georgie repeated Pam’s drunken confession and waited for a response.


“So maybe Mr. FBI was right all along,” Aleta said. “Dottie is the first and best suspect. We should see what Pam has to say tomorrow, after she gets a little coffee in her.”


“That sounds like a great idea,” Georgie replied. “I hope she’ll be as talkative as she was just now.”
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THE NEXT MORNING GEORGIE and Aleta were down in the hotel restaurant enjoying sweet rolls and coffee when the other guests in their group started to show up. Forrester and June looked well rested.


“What a lot of excitement last night,” June said, as they passed the Kaye sisters on their way to another table.


“To say the least. How are we going to top that?” Georgie asked lightly.


Other guests of the hotel came and went but after three pineapple sweet rolls and two cups of coffee there was still no sign of Hector or Pam.


“Maybe they aren’t coming down to breakfast.” Aleta said, before wiping her lips on a napkin.


Georgie scanned the tables on the off chance she’d missed them, when suddenly, standing in the doorway was that same person she’d forgotten about last night.


“Maybe. But being questioned by the police can work up an appetite,” Georgie nodded her head towards the door. Aleta looked and saw Dottie standing there at the hostess station.


“Table for one,” Aleta said.


“This will probably be the most peaceful breakfast the woman has ever had.”


“Georgie, you do have a way of looking on the bright side of things. Hey, your husband just fell off Germaine’s Cliff of Death, but we’re sure you’ll enjoy a nice quiet breakfast.”


Georgie watched as they led her to a quiet table in the corner.


“Now, that’s just pitiful.” Georgie scowled. “Tell me, Aleta, am I wrong for thinking she shouldn’t sit alone in the corner like that?”


“If she killed her husband, maybe that’s the least she should do,” Aleta replied before taking a sip of coffee.


“I don’t know. Something about it doesn’t feel right. It doesn’t look right. Like a paint-by-number where someone painted a spot green that should have been blue. Your eye just goes to that one part insisting it doesn’t look right.”


“Go talk to her.” Aleta suggested.


“I’m going to do just that.” Georgie got up from the table, tugged at the hem of her loose, white blouse and walked over to Dottie. As she got closer and saw the puffy eyes and no make-up she felt like a heel.


This poor woman doesn’t need you prying. Her gut told her. Unless she killed her husband and this is all an act. But something in Georgie didn’t think Dottie was acting.


“Morning, Dottie.” Georgie said quietly.


Dottie nodded, still maintaining some of the attitude she had while her husband was around.


“My sister and I wondered if you wanted to sit with us. You don’t have to say a word. Just maybe not be by yourself.” Georgie managed a grin, but Dottie’s face didn’t change at all.


“I don’t need your pity,” Dottie said.


“I didn’t say you did,” Georgie replied.


“I know what you really think of Herb and me. It’s what everyone thought. Well, you didn’t know him.”


“You’re right, Dottie. I didn’t. And I don’t know you. All I know is sometimes when things are bad, just a bit of kindness can make all the difference.”


Dottie’s shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. I was with the police for hours. I had to tell them everything. Do you know how humiliating that is? To tell strangers that this was a last ditch effort to save our marriage? That he’d wanted out of our marriage and this was a last ditch effort to save it.


“Oh dear!” Georgie put her hand to her chest and didn’t know what to say. Now she really felt bad.


“If you can believe it, Herb had quite a few female admirers. So many I lost count. They were attracted to the way he always took charge. His money didn’t hurt, either. Little did they know that most of it was mine.” She grinned bitterly. “Won’t they be devastated to hear the news?”


“I’m so sorry, Dottie.”


“I’m only crying because the tears keep coming. I don’t know why. I guess I feel bad that I don’t really feel bad.” Dottie shrugged. “He was determined to leave me. I think he just wanted to go to Hawaii and figured the divorce could wait another week or two.”


“What did the police tell you?” Georgie asked. It was crude and intrusive but, as with a lot of words, they just sort of darted out of her mouth.


“They said it looked like he lost his balance, slipped, tried to claw his way back up but wasn’t able. I am not to go anywhere. The police will be questioning me again when the coroner is finished with his report.” Dottie took a deep breath. “I know Herb. He was taking note of every flaw at that place and got too close to the edge. In his never-ending quest for lawsuits, he bit off more than he could chew. I guess if I wanted to I could demand a healthy settlement from Germaine’s Luau.”


“Would you like to sit with us?” Georgie pointed to Aleta. “We’ve got room.”


“No,” Dottie said firmly. “Actually, I’d like to be alone.”


Georgie nodded and without saying anything else turned to leave.


“But—thank you for the kind gesture.” Dottie had no expression on her face when she said this. Georgie smiled at her anyway before turning to head back to Aleta who had stopped to talk to Forrester and June to keep from staring at Georgie while she collected her information. In the few steps it took to get back to her seat, Georgie had decided that Dottie didn’t kill Herb. It just didn’t seem to fit. Dottie was not a nice lady. However, cold-blooded killer didn’t fit either. She gave Georgie the impression that she’d stay with Herb for spite rather than out of love. And she wouldn’t kill him because as selfish as she said Herb was, she was selfish too. And punishment for his indiscretions wasn’t going to be a simple parting of ways.


“I’m sure she was ready to make every step they took together a living hell.” Georgie finished up her theory of how Dottie planned to get even with Herb.
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“I don’t agree with your theory about Dottie and how she was getting even with Herb.” Aleta made the statement later as she and Georgie enjoyed a stroll around the pool.


“Really? Do tell.” Georgie pointed to two chaise lounges in the shade. They stretched out, inhaling the fresh, flowery air and continued their discussion.


“Forrester and June said that they had travelled with Herb and Dottie a couple of times before.” Aleta shaded her eyes with her hand as if they were discussing something off in the distance. “They insisted that Dottie gave as good as she got. She isn’t some shrinking violet who had a cheating husband. According to them she’d had a few go arounds herself.”


“Is that so?” Georgie wasn’t buying it.


“That’s what Forrester said. He told me that Dottie had approached him on one of the vacations. I took a few minutes while you were talking to Dottie to get to know Forrester and June a little bit. They are your typical average couple. Like Herb and Dottie, they’re coming up to their twentieth wedding anniversary. Travelling together was something they enjoyed, especially through the Midhostel group. They were happy to spill a little gossip to me.”


“While I was waiting for you to come back to the table, June told me that Herb and Dottie had been on the trip to New Orleans she and Forrester took last year as well as the trip to New Mexico they took at the beginning of this year.” Aleta continued. “That was when Dottie made her intentions towards Forrester known. Forrester really rolled his eyes when June said that. I like both Forrester and Jane, they are just plain nice.


“When I asked Forrester what he said back to her, he said he told her he didn’t think his wife would appreciate it.” Aleta grinned before adding that June had pointed out that he hadn’t actually said no. “She really knows how to make her husband blush, that lady.”


“Funny. I don’t see Dottie as a pursuer.” Georgie said, thoughtfully.


“That’s what I said to Forrester and June,” Aleta agreed. “But don’t let that fool you. She probably didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Herb, but Forrester and June don’t think she’s the babe in the woods she pretends to be, either. Forrester figures she really likes to shop for big ticket items as well.”


“Dottie likes to spend money?” Georgie was curious now.


“June wasn’t sure if she really liked to shop or if she just really liked that it aggravated Herb. They played off each other like that. According to June it was really annoying.”


“Did June and Forrester think Dottie had anything to do with Herb’s death?” Georgie asked idly.


“I asked them that,” Aleta admitted. “June thinks he slipped and fell all by himself. After all, he nearly drowned at the beach. When they were in New Mexico he apparently almost stepped in front of a train. The guy was an accident just waiting to happen. On the other hand, Forrester figured that Dottie just snapped and pushed his ass off the cliff.”


“Does Forrester really think it happened that way? That’s crazy talk,” Georgie said as she settled further back in the chaise lounge, folding her arms.


“Forrester admitted that he couldn’t say such a thought hadn’t crossed his own mind. Herb was hard to take. He didn’t seem to think she did it on purpose, though. He figured it was likely an accident. But he was convinced that Dottie did it.”


“What did June have to say about all that?” Georgie was frowning thoughtfully as she looked out over the ocean.


“June wasn’t buying it,” Aleta said firmly. “She said Dottie didn’t do anything but make Herb mad by going to the souvenir stand. He stomped off in the wrong direction and over the edge he went. End of story.”


Once Aleta had finished telling Georgie about her conversation with their travelling companions over breakfast, Georgie couldn’t help but wonder if she’d read Dottie correctly.


“I don’t know, Aleta. It still seems a little too easy,” Georgie said. “If the police thought she was really involved I don’t think they would have let her come back to the hotel. She’s not from here. She could have easily hopped the next plane back to the mainland.”


“True. But, maybe she’s in shock. Maybe she can’t believe it is actually over and done with.” Aleta waved for a waitress.


“You can’t still be hungry after those sweet rolls?” Georgie asked.


“No. I’m thirsty. Care for a lemonade?”


“Yes. Especially if it’s a pink lemonade.”


The waitress, a tiny tanned creature that smiled a wide, white grin, assured them they did have pink lemonade, as well as limeade with a hint of cilantro and mint.


“I’ll take a limeade,” Georgie said, after Aleta asked for pink lemonade. “What is the plan for today? Has Daniel made any effort to tell the group what’s happening today? The itinerary says shopping.”


“I’m not sure. After last night maybe he’s the one who hit the airport and headed off to the mainland.”


The ladies sipped their drinks and watched as the pool area started to fill up with guests. The sky was clear and sparkled across the water. Soothing ukulele played over the speakers.


“If I’m not careful I’m going to fall asleep on this chaise lounge. It’s so soft and comfortable,” Georgie said.


“I was just thinking the same thing. Maybe we should sleep out here tonight.”


“I’m game if you are. Nothing like a little harmless rule breaking to liven things up.” Georgie started to laugh. “Because the suspicious death of one of our fellow travelers isn’t enough.”


“Georgie! You’re terrible.” Aleta smothered a smile, trying not to laugh out loud.


“You know what I mean. It just came out wrong. We really don’t need any more excitement.”


“Then why are you still laughing?” Aleta scolded.


“Because it is kind of funny. Of all the trips in the world we could have taken, we end up on the one where a guy fell off a cliff.” Georgie continued laughing. “And a guy who’s a complete jerk, at that. Throw a dart and you’ll hit someone who could have been the one who pushed him.”


“Georgie, sometimes you really are tacky.”


“Aleta, aside from you and me, anyone in the whole group could have killed Herb. That’s quite an accomplishment for one man.” Georgie wiped the tear from her right eye as she finally got her laughter under control, just as Aleta started to chuckle.


“You don’t think June or Forrester had anything to do with it, do you?”


“Well, only if I thought June was the jealous type,” Georgie said. “She doesn’t seem to be but maybe that’s because she pushed Herb off the cliff to prove to Dottie what she’s capable of. Now June is confident Dottie won’t mess with her man.”


“Wow. That’s a bit of a stretch, Georgie.”


“It is. But, you can’t rule anyone out. Except us.”


“And Pam and Hector,” Aleta reminded her sister. “They don’t have any motive.”


“None that we know of. Not yet anyway.”


Just as the ladies were deciding that a day by the pool was as good a plan as any, Daniel appeared at the far end of the long patio. He spotted them and strolled the length of the pool in their direction.


“Ladies,” he said, in his usual charming southern drawl. “Y’all ready to go shopping?”


“We are,” Georgie replied. She looked at Aleta who was studying Daniel’s face and body as if she were looking for a sign or something that made it clear he pushed Herb from the cliff. But there was nothing. In fact, Daniel looked as fresh as a daisy. Maybe that was because he’d been drinking. When Georgie stood from the chase lounge she noticed a hint of whiskey on his breath.


“All right. It’s going to be a hoot, I guarantee.” Daniel smiled.


“Where are we going?” Aleta asked, still studying Daniel as if he was about to spill some valuable information, like a confession.


“The Aloha Stadium,” Daniel said proudly. “Be in the lobby in one hour.”


The ladies did as they were told. Georgie stayed in her white blouse and slipped into a boldly printed Hawaiian wrap around skirt with comfortable flip-flops and a couple dozen silk flowers in her hair and dangling from her ears.


“Well, at least I won’t lose you in a crowd,” Aleta said, as she slipped in a pair of pearl earrings and adjusted her red shorts and white polo shirt.


“That’s the whole idea. If we get separated I’ll just stay where I am and you can find me. I’ll never see you in that get-up.” Georgie pointed at her sister as she grabbed her purse and slipped on a pair of heart-shaped sunglasses.


“You don’t think the sunglasses are a bit much?” Aleta asked. “Aside from the plunging neckline and the slit in your skirt that goes up to ya-ya.”


“It’s a wrap around skirt. The fabric has to part in order for me to walk. I have to be able to walk.” Georgie stood in front of the full-length mirror. This doesn’t go past my knee, Miss Prude.”


“I just don’t know how you manage to mold that full, hour-glass figure into a skirt like that without worrying about your all-together showing.” Aleta slung her purse over her shoulder before handing Georgie a key to the room.


“I don’t have time to explain the fine art of wearing contouring underthings to you,” Georgie huffed. “Your naturally slender frame was never in need of it.”


“We are only about two dress sizes apart.” Aleta opened the door and stood there looking at her watch and then at her sister.


“Yes, and look at the difference it has made. Take it from your older and worldlier sister, Aleta. A little cleavage goes a long way.”


“I’m going to have that printed on a t-shirt for you. A very low-cut t-shirt.”


“No one is stopping you from wearing something a little—oh—what’s the word?” Georgie asked as she walked out of the hotel room toward the elevator bank.


“Revealing?”


“No.” She slipped her arm through Aleta’s as they waited for the elevator. “Flattering. Accentuating. Maybe even a little risqué.”


“Georgie, you are too much.” Aleta groaned


“My-oh-my Georgie, don’t you look like the belle of the ball,” Daniel said, as he came around the corner to wait for the elevator with the Kaye sisters. “I must say I can see the family resemblance, but you two are as different as night and day.”


“Tell me about it.” Aleta groaned.


“It’s probably because I’m the older of the two of us,” Georgie bragged.


“Two minutes, Daniel. She was born two minutes before me. My whole life she’s been telling me and anyone else who would listen that she’s the oldest because of those two damn minutes.”


Daniel laughed loudly. “You guys are a hoot!”


As they rode the elevator down it was obvious by Daniel’s continual chit-chatting and glazed eyes that he was trying to hide the fact that he’d thrown back one drink too many. He wasn’t slurring his words or stumbling around, but he wasn’t the cool, Southern gentleman they’d arrived in Hawaii with. Something was wrong with him.
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The remaining members of the Mid Hostel tour group were waiting in the lobby when the elevator doors opened. Without his normal banter and chit-chat, Daniel herded everyone onto the shuttle. He barely took notice of Dottie who was standing alone looking critically at everyone around her.


“What do we say to her?” Georgie asked.


“Good morning, I guess,” Aleta replied.


But as the twins approached her, Dottie deliberately turned to face the other direction.


“I don’t think she wants to be bothered,” Aleta said sadly. “I can understand that. The reality of the whole situation is probably just hitting her. Perhaps you are right, Georgie. Maybe she didn’t have anything to do with it.”


Georgie put her hand on Aleta’s shoulder. It was obvious Aleta was thinking about her own reactions when her husband William had passed. It was at once a heartbreak and a relief. The years of suffering from the cancer were not without laughter, smiles, kind words and actions. Part of her wanted the end of the pain to come, yet part of her wanted William to stay with her no matter how they both struggled.


“Maybe later on you could talk to her, Aleta.” Georgie soothed. “Of anyone here you are probably the only one who can speak to her from an experience of loss.”


“Maybe,” Aleta said, as she watched Dottie climb aboard the bus and take a seat in the back.


Once everyone was sitting and the bus was rolling, Daniel finally stood. His face looked tired and worn. The alcohol was obviously wearing off. But, he put on a strained smile and waved to get everyone’s attention.


“Okay, y’all. We’re going to Aloha Stadium. When it’s not football season they are host to the biggest flea market in Hawaii. And don’t be afraid to haggle.” He squinted awkwardly. “We will all meet back at the shuttle in four hours. There are places to eat, rest, or shop. You’ll find whatever you are looking for there. So, have fun and meet back at the drop-off point in four hours.”


After that he flopped back down in his seat, ran his hands through his short blond hair and pulled out his cell phone.


“I wonder what he’s texting?” Aleta said to Georgie as they watched him frantically tapping the letters on his phone. Georgie shrugged and began to search for something in her purse. “What are you looking for?”


“My list of what to buy for the kids and Stan,” Georgie replied. “I know I put it in here so I wouldn’t forget.” She dug like a dog scraping up the ground to bury a beloved bone.


“What are you planning on getting for Stan?” Aleta asked.


“I’m on a quest for the loudest, most obnoxious Hawaiian shirt I can find,” Georgie said, as she continued to dig. “Aha! There you are, you list, you. Yes, a tacky shirt for Stan. Earrings for Catherine. A CD of Hawaiian music for Jonathan. A t-shirt for Andrew. Plus, I need to get something for my granddaughter and son-in-law. Catherine’s husband is hard to shop for. I am going to wait and see what they have for babies.”


“I’ll bet they’ve got some adorable things. Babies in Hawaiian prints? Just thinking about it is hilarious.”


The sisters chatted about everything but the elephant in the room that had replaced Herb. Dottie didn’t speak. No one made any attempt to talk to her. And once they arrived at the Aloha Stadium everyone scattered in all directions.


As usual, the Kaya sisters linked arms and strolled through the lane, stopping at almost every booth to take a look at what was being sold by the local merchants.


“Aleta! Look at this!” Georgie gasped. “I can mail an actual coconut to Catherine and her husband!” She held up the lumpy brown Molokai coconut. “I’m going to send one to Stan, too. I’ll have it arrive at the police station!”


“You are having too much fun with this.” Aleta chuckled.


“Come on. Send one to Emily. You know she’ll love it. Send it to the office so everyone sees it.” By this time Georgie was laughing. “I can just see her face as her secretary delivers the mail.”


By the end of the discussion, Georgie had decided to mail a Molokai coconut to all three of her children and Stan. She even mailed one to Bodhi at home so she’d have one for herself. Aleta pitched in and had one sent to her daughter, Emily, at work.


“That is a crazy idea,” Aleta said. “I bet they make a fortune selling those things. I’d send a coconut to everyone on my Christmas list if I could.”


“You aren’t lyin’ sister. It was a brilliant marketing ploy,” Georgie said, as they continued their adventure in shopping. Just as they were about to stop for some chocolate covered macadamia nuts, Aleta tugged on Georgie’s arm and pointed.


Along the rows of colorful skirts and blouses, seashell jewelry and pineapple tote bags were several simple bamboo tables with folding chairs. Real pink and purple orchids in simple vases were in the center of each table. Dottie was alone at one of the small tables, sobbing.


“I can’t not say something to her, at least,” Aleta said.


“Okay. I’ll be shopping over here for Stan. I’ll give you a few minutes and then head over so we don’t get separated.”


Aleta nodded and went to Dottie.


Georgie had no idea what Aleta would say to the woman. She had already tried to help earlier in the morning, but it didn’t go well. There was a wall up that wouldn’t be broken.


Georgie slowly strolled through one of the corner shops that had dozens if not hundreds of Hawaiian shirts for men. There were some really lovely shirts with the traditional blooming flowers and palm leaves on display. There were a few that had surfers and rolling waves on them. There were others with parrots and surfboards. But Georgie knew the perfect shirt when she saw it.


“How much is this one?” Georgie asked, ready to haggle.


The store manager came from around the counter, her big brown eyes wide with surprise.


“You want that one?” she asked, as if Georgie had asked for a cup of Ebola virus with a side of rickets.


“I do. It’s for my ex-husband.”


“That shirt has been hanging in my shop for almost six months. No one will buy it. When I got it I thought it was a joke, but nope. It was a real design by the designer I get all my men’s shirts from. He calls it his Elvis Blue Hawaii Collection,” she said, shaking her head.


“That movie Blue Hawaii has some very provocative dialogue,” Georgie replied. “If you’ve never seen it it’s worth checking out. Very scandalous for the early sixties. Very.”


“Well, that shirt is an eyesore. I’ll make you a deal.”


Georgie walked away with the tackiest shirt in all of Hawaii, and happily, she got it for next to nothing. This was turning out to be a great day. So, with her kids getting coconuts and Stan’s shirt taken care of, Georgie thought she deserved a little reward for herself. Across the way was a stand selling not just macadamia nuts dipped in chocolate, but pineapple in chocolate, guava in chocolate and dragon fruit in chocolate.


It wasn’t a tough choice. Georgie threw down her money, no haggling or questions asked, for a quarter pound of the nuts, the pineapple and the dragon fruit. Aleta would be pleased.


As she started to stroll back toward the sitting area where she’d left Aleta, she caught a glimpse of another one of her travelling companions. It was Pam’s boyfriend, Hector. Georgie didn’t see Pam anywhere. She had seen her on the bus. In fact, she found it rather odd that she was wearing a long sleeved hoodie. But, the aftermath of a night consuming alcohol takes its toll in different ways.


Georgie was going to say hello but stopped herself, Hector was busy. In fact, he was quite busy with a young woman working at a jewelry stand. His body language said it all but as Georgie inched her way closer, partially hiding behind a few racks of clothing, she could hear him talking.


“I’m planning on moving here,” Hector said. “But I’m finding it very hard to get around. The street signs confuse me.”


“Oh, you’ll get the hang of it,” the saleswoman flirted back.


“You think? A guy like me might need a guide. Maybe you’d like to show me around? That is if your boyfriend doesn’t mind.”


Still hidden behind the clothing racks, Georgie rolled her eyes at that old line.


“My boyfriend won’t mind if your girlfriend doesn’t,” the saleswoman clearly had Hector’s number.


“I don’t have a girlfriend,” Hector shot back without hesitation. “I told you, I’m thinking of moving here. My business allows me a lot of freedom. Especially now. Can I tell you a secret?”


“Sure,” the saleswoman replied. Georgie peeked through the racks to see her leaning closer to Hector.


“The guy I worked with just died. He fell off a cliff at Germaine’s Luau yesterday,” Hector said.


“That’s terrible,” the saleswoman replied.


“Not really. The guy was a jerk. But, it helps me out of a bad business deal, that’s for sure. I’m actually kind of glad it happened.”


“That’s mean,” the clerk giggled as she pushed Hector away but not too hard.


“So, are you going to show me around or what?” Hector quickly went back to his master plan.


Georgie’s breath caught in her throat. Only a cold-blooded killer could talk so casually about a guy falling off a cliff on vacation. Normally, the list of suspects would narrow down after a little eavesdropping and spying. But not this time. This time it wasn’t who wanted Herb dead but who didn’t want him dead.


Trying to get closer, Georgie buried herself more deeply in the rack of brightly colored clothing. If Hector notices anything he’ll just think the clothes are moving with the breeze, she reasoned to herself as she pushed gently on the rack she was inside, seeing if it would roll closer to the couple. The saleswoman was telling Hector that she really needed to get back to work. Certain that Pam would be looking for Hector any minute, Georgie stealthily backed out of the clothes rack before heading back in the direction of where she left Aleta, mulling over what she heard. Did Hector have some kind of business deal going on with Herb? Did the deal go south? If it did, was it so far south that Hector would want Herb dead?”


“This is too much,” she said aloud. “Everyone wanted Herb out of the picture. I don’t think that guy knew how unpopular he really was. I wonder if there are people who feel like that around me. Am I not as sweet as I think I am?”


Georgie continued talking to herself when suddenly her name was called.


“Kaye!” She turned around to see Pam waving with a raw coconut in one hand and a tiny airplane bottle of rum in the other. “Hey, Kaye!”


“Hi, Pam.” Georgie said, looking longingly toward the sitting area where she had left her sister. It would have to wait just a few minutes.


“You’ve got to try these coconuts.” She thrust the green fruit with the straw sticking out of it at Georgie. “I could drink these all day.”


“Do they come with the rum?” Georgie asked, as she shook her head, declining to take a sip.


“No. I brought that myself.” She smiled proudly, pulling another bottle from the pockets of her hoodie, then twisting left to right and back again like a little girl would. “Hey, come with me. I need to buy a grass skirt.”


“I’d love to, but I have to meet my sister.” Georgie took a careful step back. She wasn’t safely behind a thick door with a metal latch. She was out in the open and Pam was already lit.


“Please? I need to find a coconut bra to go with it, too.” She took a long sip from her coconut. “I’m going to wear it to dinner tonight.”


“I’m sorry, Pam. Maybe Hector can go with you.” Georgie tried to be polite, but the mention of Hector’s name seemed to be some kind of negative trigger. Pam began to pick at a bandage that was around her right wrist. It looked like she’d gotten a tattoo from the way the skin was red and some marks peeked out from beneath the bandage.


“What are you so obsessed with Hector for?” Pam took a step closer, prompting Georgie to square her shoulders and stand firm.


“Well, he’s your boyfriend, isn’t he?” Georgie tried not to choke on those words. If Pam were sober she might tell her where to find him. But judging by Pam’s current condition, there might be another death among their group if she stumbled on Hector and the saleswoman. Georgie didn’t want that on her conscience.


“He is. He’s my boyfriend. No matter what. He’s mine.” Pam used the coconut in her hand to tap her chest as if Georgie might not know who Hector belonged to.


“Pam. You need to calm down,” Georgie said, as if she were speaking to one of her children when they were about to have a tantrum. “This is not how a person behaves in public.”


Inside, Georgie’s nerves were dancing like live wires but on the outside she appeared calm, confident and more than capable of cleaning Pam’s clock if necessary, even in her wrap-around skirt and plunging neckline.


“Not how a person behaves? What are you, Miss Manners?” Pam hissed, then started laughing. “I’m just joking with you, Kaye. I’m joking.”


“Go get some coffee, Pam,” Georgie said, before walking away. She wanted to run but with a person like Pam who wasn’t thinking straight she had to put on a brave face and act like she wasn’t scared of her. In reality, Georgie was very scared of Pam.
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Walking briskly, Georgie wove in and out of the brightly colored stalls. She didn’t dare look back to see if Pam was following her, so she moved at random between the rows until finally spotting Aleta still sitting at the small table. Fortunately, Aleta was alone.


“My gosh, Georgie. You look like you just ran ten miles in heels. What’s wrong?” Aleta quickly pulled a hankie from her purse and handed it to Georgie who patted her forehead, her cheek and her cleavage with it.


“You will not believe what just happened. Come on. We need to keep moving. I don’t want her to pick up on my scent.” Georgie took Aleta’s hand.


“Who?”


“Pam,” Georgie said, nervously looking over her shoulder. “She’s drunk already, and in case you have any thoughts about even looking in Hector’s direction don’t let Pam see you or else there will be a rumble.”


“You are talking gibberish, Georgie Kaye.”


“Aleta, let me tell you what has transpired over the past fifteen minutes,” Georgie said, as she pulled her sister to a park bench, pulled out the chocolate covered macadamia nuts and began her story.


By the time the bag was empty, Aleta was staring at Georgie with her mouth wide open.


“I don’t believe it. Do you think Hector had anything to do with Herb falling?”


“I don’t know. I’m starting to wonder something else.” Georgie swallowed the last of the macadamia’s. “Pam is obviously drinking too much. But she’s also wearing a hoodie when it’s eighty-five degrees outside. She’s got a Band-Aid on her wrist.”


“Oh, Georgie. You don’t think he beats her, do you?”


“I don’t know. But a guy with a temper like that might push someone over a cliff and go about living as if he didn’t do anything wrong.” Georgie wiped her mouth with the hankie Aleta had given her. “My gosh, here I am rambling on and on about Pam and Hector. What did you find out from Dottie, if anything?”


Aleta took a deep breath and tried to smile.


“Aleta, honey.” Georgie took her sister’s hand. “What happened?”


“I think the shock wore off of Dottie on the way here.” She swallowed hard. “I sat down with her. At first, I didn’t say anything. I just patted her hand. But then she just sort of fell apart.”


Aleta took a deep breath, as if steeling herself to continue.


“Dottie explained how she and Herb met. They worked at the same office. She was hired as a secretary and he was her boss. Neither one of them was married, so despite the rules of no dating among the coworkers, they snuck around until it became common knowledge they were a couple.”


“What kind of business was he in?” Georgie asked.


“To be honest, I’m not sure. Dottie never came right out and said. But she did mention that he was always making real estate deals and that he was also very competent in the stock market. And he was very accustomed to squeezing every quarter until the eagle screamed.”


“I could have pegged him for a tightwad the minute we met.” Georgie shook her head.


“Yeah. Well, he held on to every penny pretty tightly, but lately he’d been making some bad decisions in the business department and lost a couple of land deals he’d been counting on. According to Dottie he was never easy to live with, but recently it was even worse. He was determined to ‘keep up with the Joneses’ even though there were none. They didn’t have any close friends. They didn’t even have any close family left. It was just the two of them. Most of the time.”


“What does ‘most of the time’ mean?” Georgie asked, as she ripped open the bag of chocolate covered pineapple chunks.


“Herb had several affairs over the course of their marriage, but she admitted to doing the same. She said she did it to give him a taste of his own medicine, but found it ended up making her feel like trash. Herb didn’t have that much of a conscience. According to Dottie, at least.” Aleta took a few pineapple chunks and popped them in her mouth.


“Was he seeing anyone now?” Georgie asked.


“No. She said they were trying to fix things. Just like you said she told the police.” With that, Aleta’s eyes began to water. “She told me that before they left for the luau he told her she looked pretty. Dottie said that was the first compliment she’d received from him in over four years. Four years without being told you look nice by your husband? Who does that?”


There were all kinds of people in the world and all kinds of couples that function in different ways to make their family work. But if a man can’t bring himself to give a simple compliment like that to his wife, he doesn’t deserve to have a wife. The more Georgie heard about him, the more she was glad he fell off that cliff.


There would be people who would say she was hateful or cold-hearted to even think such a thing, but Georgie couldn’t help it. Herb was a selfish jerk. He’d done nothing kind the whole time he was with their group. She thought his fate fit him like a glove.


“Dottie says she doesn’t know what she’s going to do when she gets back to Chicago. She’ll have to handle all his affairs and figure out his life insurance policies, on top of dealing with Germaine’s. There will probably be some negotiations going on there.” Aleta shook her head. “She’s got no one to help her. She said for the first time in her life she was not only on her own, but totally alone.


“I offered to help, explaining how I have a background in finance, and she acted as if she was a vampire and someone had held up garlic and a crucifix in front of her. She wanted no help from me or anyone else.” Aleta sighed before adding, “Dottie claimed that Pam had made the same offer.”


“Pam? She’s in personal finance? Dear Lord, I wouldn’t want to be one of her clients. She’s probably drinking their dividends as we speak.” Georgie rolled her eyes and put her hand to her chest.


“No. Not that she was in finance, but that she’d help her get Herb’s estate in order. Dottie told Pam no, too.” Aleta stared ahead of her. “I can’t help but feel bad for Dottie. I don’t think Herb gave her any credit.”


By the time Georgie and Aleta had finished talking and made a complete circle around the stadium it was time to head back to the shuttle. They’d acquired all their souvenirs and still had chocolate covered dragon fruit for the trip back to the hotel.


“Did you find a shirt for Stan?” Aleta asked, when they finally sat down.


“I didn’t show you? That’s right. Pam scared me so much I forgot all about it. Check this out.” Georgie pulled a dark blue shirt out of her bag that had over a dozen 1940’s style pin-up girls all over it. “Can you believe the saleswoman said she couldn’t get rid of this shirt?”


“Yes.” Aleta’s mouth hung open. “Georgie, they are practically nude.”


“So?”


“So? Where is Stan going to wear this?”


“The real question, little sister, is where isn’t Stan going to wear this. I’ll bet you dollars to doughnuts he’ll wear this every chance he gets.” Georgie smirked.


“Whoa! Awesome shirt,” Luke said, speaking across the aisle to Georgie. “Dad. You should have gotten one of those.”


“Right, and have your mother kill me? I don’t think so,” Norman chuckled. “Did you get that for yourself, Georgie?”


“No. For my ex-husband, actually,” she said proudly.


When the shuttle started moving, Georgie looked around and did a head count. Daniel was there and sleeping as soon as the wheels had completed their first revolution. June and Forrester were sitting in their usual seat looking over their treasures and talking quietly together. Pam was asleep in one seat, her head hanging back and her mouth open. Hector was across the aisle from her looking out the window. Dottie was alone in the back looking a little better after getting some sun on her face. Georgie hoped her talk with Aleta had helped. She hoped Dottie would seize this opportunity to do something brave and unique, and maybe even self-indulgent.


Everyone was tired after the long day in the sun. Georgie had to reach over and give Daniel a gentle nudge to wake him up when they finally arrived back at the hotel. He jumped up out of his seat leaving his cell phone on behind.


“Okay, everyone. We’re home.” Daniel was oblivious to the fact that his phone had fallen out of his pocket. “Tonight is a free night. Get some rest. Get some food. Enjoy the nightlife, and we’ll all convene in the lobby tomorrow at ten o’clock sharp. We’ve got an exciting nature walk unlike any you’ve ever been on.”


“Aleta.” Georgie elbowed her sister. “Look.” She pointed to the phone.


“Daniel’s?”


Georgie nodded and before anyone noticed, she reached down and scooped it up.


“Georgie, are you crazy? You know he’s going to notice it’s gone missing.”


“Shh. I’ll give it back.” Georgie stuffed her hands in her bag as if she were looking for something. Everyone filed out as she swiped the screen to get to his text messages.


“Goodness,” Georgie muttered.


“Hurry up.” Aleta urged her twin, as she stood and pretended to be looking through her own purse for something.


“Oh. My. Well. This changes things.” Georgie looked up at Aleta, her cheeks red with embarrassment.


“What’s the matter?” Aleta’s eyes popped when she looked directly at Georgie.


“Daniel didn’t do Herb in, I can tell you that much.”


“Come on ladies.” Daniel stepped back up on the bus. “You can’t stay on the shuttle.”


“We’re coming. I’m just looking for my room key.” Georgie lied. “I know it’s here, I’m coming. Go ahead of me Aleta. Oh, and ask Daniel that thing—about the thing. Remember?”


“Oh, yeah.” Aleta scowled at Georgie. “Hey, Daniel. Uhm. I wanted to ask you about this thing.” She pushed her way past Georgie intentionally knocking a few of her bags on the floor and walked off the shuttle with Daniel following.


Quickly, Georgie scrolled through several of Daniel’s latest texts and saw nothing that would implicate him in Herb’s death. However, what she did discover made her feel as if she caught the man with his pants down.


Finally, she backed out of his texts, stood up and marched off the bus.


“Daniel? Is this your phone?” Georgie asked, innocently. “I found it on the floor when I was picking up my things.”


“Gosh, I’d forget my own head if it weren’t attached. Thank you.” He looked at Aleta. “So, I hope that answers your question about mint juleps.”


“It does, Daniel. Thank you,” Aleta said, smiling awkwardly.


“Good night, Daniel. See you tomorrow at ten.” Georgie waved, grabbing Aleta by the hand and shuffling quickly to the elevator bank.


“So? What did you see that made you throw me under the bus like that, Georgie?” Aleta asked, as they stepped into an empty elevator car. Just as the doors were about to close another couple stepped in.


“You probably don’t want to be on this elevator. She’s got gas,” Georgie blurted out. The couple shook their heads and without a word stepped back off the elevator.


“Have you lost your mind?” Aleta barked.


“I just didn’t want them to hear what I was going to say. I don’t want to get Daniel in any trouble.” Georgie shook her head. “Taking his phone was the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. Why didn’t you stop me?”


“Georgie Kaye, what is going on?”
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“Daniel threatened someone on his Facebook page before he left for Hawaii. Now that person, who apparently has ties to some low-life politician, has got the police and FBI involved. They are waiting for Daniel to return to question him.” Georgie folded her arms and shook her head. “Haven’t I always said those social media things are bad?”


“Well, they aren’t bad if you aren’t threatening people,” Aleta said. “Do you know what he said?”


Georgie pursed her lips together tightly before nodding her head.


“What did he say?”


“Let’s just say that even General Patton would blush if he read it. Our southern gentleman has quite a way with obscenities, weaving them together like an exotic tapestry.” Georgie looked at Aleta. “Don’t get on his bad side.”


“So that’s probably what he meant when he said that he’d lost his temper and made that ‘how could I be so stupid’ remark.” Aleta nodded. “That makes sense.”


“Does he know that Norman is ex-FBI?”


“Why?”


“Maybe he could help Daniel.” Georgie felt over her pockets for her hotel key. “You know, make a couple phone calls or maybe explain to him what will happen when they question him and get him prepared for what they’re probably going to do.”


“That’s not a bad idea,” Aleta concurred, as she easily pulled her key from her back pocket and opened their hotel door. “But we’ll have to be stealthy about it. We can’t let him know that you read the intimate, private texts on his phone.”


“Oh, don’t make it sound all sinister.” Georgie dropped her bags on her bed. “We knew he was up to something. Now we know what it is and he’s not a killer. He just threatens to kill people.”


“Right.” Aleta kicked off her shoes.


“Whatever happened to the good old days when you could threaten people willy-nilly and everyone knew you weren’t crazy enough to do it?” Georgie asked, as she started to takeoff her jewelry and flowery hair adornments.


“Those days are gone for good, big sister.”


“What a shame.”


#
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THAT EVENING, GEORGIE and Aleta decided to eat a light dinner by the pool. Aleta brought along a biography about some spies during World War II, and Georgie brought her sketchbook and pencils. The sun had once again started its glorious descent, spreading its cloak of pink, orange and purple across the sky.


A young man in his early twenties took a seat at the table next to Georgie. He had a beautiful parrot on his shoulder.


“What is your friend’s name?” Georgie asked.


“Niji,” he replied proudly. “That’s rainbow in Japanese.”


“Would you mind if I did a quick sketch of the two of you?” Georgie asked, to which the young man smiled and agreed.


Having her pencil in her hand again after several days of not drawing or painting made Georgie feel like a kid with brand new art supplies. This wasn’t a drawing for money or for tickets to a play or for a slice of double chocolate cake. It was just because she loved to draw and Niji was a beautiful subject.


While she sketched, Georgie learned that Niji’s owner Max, taught surfing lessons and grew up in Hawaii, but not on the Big Island. He lived on the quieter and wealthier island of Oahu. He travelled to Japan two times a year and was on the Big Island now to catch a plane to visit family he had there. Max had only been to the Mainland once.


“I went to Los Angeles,” he said, as Niji nuzzled his head. “It was too spread out. Too big.”


“Well, I’ve never been to Los Angeles.” Georgie admitted. “We’re from Chicago. We’ve got great public transportation that can get you anywhere. The best things in the city are off the beaten track. That’s one thing about the Windy City. You can get anywhere you want to go on a bus or a train.” Her hand flew across the page with ease as she tended to every feather on the parrot and every eyelash on his owner.


They chatted a little more about the weather, the flowers and the food until Georgie sat back and admired her finished piece.


“So, Niji. What do you think of your picture?” Georgie flipped her sketchbook over for Max to see.


“Wow. I can’t believe it. It looks just like us.” He gushed. “This is so beautiful.”


“I’m glad you like it.”


“What do you do for a living? Whatever it is, quit, because you should be drawing for a living,” Max said. He couldn’t take his eyes off the drawing.


“Actually, I do pet portraits for a living. People pay me to paint pictures of their furry and feathered family members. It’s a pretty rewarding career, I have to admit.”


“That’s amazing. Georgie, I have to have this picture. How much do you want for it?”


“How about a picture with Niji and we’ll call it even.” Georgie turned to Aleta. “Can you take a picture on your phone?”


“Of course,” Aleta replied.


As Aleta was positioning her camera on Georgie, and Max was transferring Niji to her shoulder, she saw Hector and Pam appear at the hostess station.


“Okay. Say Aloha.”


“Aloha.” Georgie said to the flash of the camera.


“This looks awesome,” Aleta said, flipping her camera for Georgie to see.


“Stan is going to go crazy when he sees this.” Georgie smiled. “Max? Can I get a picture of you and Niji with me? My ex-husband will wonder what I was up to when he wasn’t around.”


“Of course,” Max smiled happily. With Niji back on his shoulder, Max made himself comfortable next to Georgie. Very comfortable. He slipped an arm around her waist, pulled her close to him and nuzzled his cheek next to hers. Georgie giggled.


“Okay. One more time. Aloha.” Aleta said, still watching Hector and Pam as they made their way to a couple of lounge chairs on the opposite side of the pool.


With another bright flash, Aleta captured the picture of Georgie, Max and Niji. It looked great.


“Thank you, Max.” Georgie said, as she carefully removed her drawing from her sketchbook and handed it to him. “Enjoy.”


After a few more pleasantries, the young man said his good-byes and wished Georgie and Aleta safe travels.


“Stan is going to flip when he sees that picture.” Georgie laughed. “That boy had very strong arms. He was squeezing me like a lemon.”


“Yeah. I think he had a thing for older women—that’s for sure,” Aleta said, watching as Pam started talking to Hector who appeared to be falling asleep on the chase lounge. “Mrs. Robinson. We’ve got a scene unfolding at three o’clock on the other side of the pool.”


“Mrs. Robinson? Oh, very clever.” Georgie harrumphed as she casually turned to see what her sister was talking about. As soon as she saw Pam standing up, talking down to Hector who had his eyes closed and his Hawaiian shirt wide open to relax under the waning sun, Georgie stared.


“She’s still wearing the hoodie,” Georgie whispered, looking back at her sister.


“Yes, but those shorts barely cover one cheek,” Aleta said. It was obvious from the way Pam was walking that she’d sobered up some, but as she sauntered away from Hector toward the bar it was only a matter of time before any ground she gained toward sobriety would be lost.


“Why does he let her drink?” Aleta asked. “It’s obvious she is over-doing it.”


“Maybe it makes it easier for him to carry on his own affairs.” Georgie was squinting, trying to see her wrists. “Go over there and take a look at the band-aids on her wrist and tell me what you think.”


“What? Why me?”


“Because. She knows who I am already. I’ve spoken to her twice and both times she gave me the heebie-jeebies. Everyone knows you are the more formulated twin.”


“What the heck does that even mean, Georgie?”


“I’m tuned in to people’s vibes. That’s why I’m the artist. Pam’s got severely negative vibes and it affects me. You, on the other hand, are the calculator. You deal with the cut and dried. Her bad mojo won’t affect you. See?”


“You lay in bed at night dreaming up this nonsense, don’t you?” Aleta narrowed her eyes as she glared at her sister. “In other words, Pam could be dangerous so send Aleta.”


“In a nutshell, maybe.” Georgie shrugged. “But you know if she tries anything I’ll be right there to back you up.”


“You better be.” Aleta stood up, mumbling as she walked over to the bar.


Pam had taken a seat and was busy flirting with a very receptive bartender who wore a Hawaiian shirt so tight that his biceps were straining at the seams of the sleeves.


“Two virgin pina coladas, please,” Aleta said, and smiled.


Pam looked in her direction and quickly dismissed Aleta as no threat to her game.


“Are you going to do a shot with me?” Pam asked the bartender. “Come on. Just one shot of tequila. I won’t tell. I’m sure this nice lady won’t tell either, right?” Pam looked at Aleta and didn’t seem to recognize her, to Aleta’s surprise. Even though they’d been on several trips together every day, there was no hint of recognition on Pam’s face.


The bartender looked at Aleta and smiled, showing her a perfectly even row of white teeth. His face was chiseled, his hair was black and curly and his skin was the bronze color of all the locals.


Aleta looked at Pam and saw in her red, glazed eyes a hint of aggression.


“I’m not his mother. I won’t tell him what to do,” Aleta chirped innocently as she studied Pam’s appearance. She couldn’t see past her neck where the hoodie was zipped up.


As Pam rambled on at the bartender, Aleta cautiously sized up Pam’s legs. There were no visible bruises or signs of abuse on Pam’s legs that Aleta could see. Except for one ankle. There Pam had three jumbo size band-aids wrapped across the back of her ankle.


Aleta flipped through mental images in her mind, wondering why a woman might be covered with band aids like that. A bad cut shaving, they always bleed like a fountain; or an uncomfortable pair of shoes that rub your heels raw after making blisters. Yes, all women have had something like that happen, especially with a new pair of vacation shoes. Perhaps something happened when Pam was drunk? Tripping over some vines or even dropping something sharp might have given her a nasty cut. The possibilities were endless, yet there was something so out of place, so unnatural about those band-aids that Aleta was just getting ready to ask her what happened when Pam’s conversation with the bartender took a turn that Aleta didn’t expect.


“Where did you get that tattoo done?” Pam asked the hunky bartender, pointing to his wrist. “Can I see it?”


He held his one hand out to her and explained a friend of his did tattoos while with the other hand he finished making the pina coladas Aleta had ordered.


“I’ve been thinking of getting another tattoo.” Pam rubbed her wrist where Georgie said she had seen a bandage. “I didn’t think it would hurt as much on my wrist as it did on my ankle. That was really painful. It still hurts.”


There it was. She had those band-aids because she’d just gotten a tattoo. That was probably what Georgie saw. Aleta signed for the drinks and left Pam and the bartender to sort things out between them.


“A tattoo?” Georgie said, as she took her drink. It was a white, frothy thing in an hourglass shaped cocktail glass with a slice of pineapple, a bright red cherry and a purple umbrella resting at the top. “I don’t think they are tattoos.”


“It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Aleta said. “That girl is no more getting beaten by Hector than you or I are. She’s just weird.”


“I can’t argue with that,” Georgie said, taking a sip. Her eyes rolled back in her head. “This is the best drink ever. Why would you want to ruin it with rum? It’s like drinking a coconut cake.”


“I couldn’t agree more,” Aleta said, as she took her seat. “I will say this. Pam is relentless when it comes to that bartender. Look at her. She won’t leave that poor guy alone.”


“He doesn’t look like he minds too much. I’ll bet it happens a dozen times a day.”


Georgie and Aleta continued to talk as another set of familiar faces came down to have dinner by the poolside. Georgie waved and Norman and Luke headed their way.


“What are you guys up to?” Georgie asked.


“Dinner,” Luke replied with a smile. “All that walking in the sun made us hungry.”


“How about you ladies? A night out on the town? Dancing? Fire walking?” Norman joked.


“Actually, we’ll probably just hang out here and then turn in,” Georgie replied. “Late nights are for guys his age.” She pointed at Luke.


“See, Dad.” Luke elbowed his father.


“You had to go and say that,” Norman sighed. “All right. Have dinner with your old man and then you can go out on your own. But keep your phone on and answer if I call.”


“He still thinks I’m sixteen.” Luke smiled at Aleta.


“When you are a parent, you’ll understand,” Aleta replied, and winked back. “No matter how old you get you’ll never be anything but his boy.”


“Hey Georgie. I’ll meet you on the balcony for a nightcap later on,” Norman said.


“Sounds good. You can tell me some more of your X-Files.”


“You got it. Have a nice evening. You too, Aleta.”


The sisters waved as Norman and Luke walked out of the pool area toward the street.


“You still think he’s responsible for Herb?” Aleta shrugged. “He’s cool as a cucumber. His kid seems normal and healthy, and not at all afraid of his dad.”


“If you heard the stories he was telling me the other night you’d wonder how the man could sleep without being plagued by chronic nightmares. They have to separate parts of themselves to deal with the kind of jobs they have. The kind of people they deal with. The calmer he is the more I think he might be the guy.”


“Oh, Georgie. He’s got a family. His son. This breaks my heart.”


“Mine, too.”
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The next day began with clouds and a light shower. But by ten o’clock the sun came out and everyone was anxious to get started.


Daniel was the last to arrive at the designated meeting spot in the lobby, looking as if he hadn’t slept again. Georgie and Aleta felt bad for him but they had decided against getting him and Norman together in case Norman turned out to be the killer. It wouldn’t help Daniel at all if he was discovered seeking assistance from a retired FBI agent accused of pushing someone off a cliff.


“Okay, y’all. Gather ‘round. This is the day you’ve been waiting for. This is the day you get to work off all the exotic drinks and desserts you’ve been enjoying.” He chuckled, but Georgie thought privately that Daniel’s enthusiasm seemed a little forced, and no wonder, given what she had seen on his phone! “The name of the place we will see today is Pu’u Maka’ala. It is a simple trail that leads to one of the most breathtaking waterfalls you’ve ever seen. I’ve made the climb several times and each time I am just blown away, and I mean blown away by the view. This is what Hawaii is all about, people. So, let’s get going.”


“A trail. Maybe I should change my shoes,” Georgie said, looking down at the flower printed slip-ons she had picked up for a song in Chicago.


“You’ll be okay with those,” Aleta said confidently. She’d worn tennis shoes almost the entire trip. “Daniel would have told us if we needed hiking gear. Besides, we aren’t all Luke’s age. They wouldn’t have anything too strenuous for us.”


Even Dottie was on the shuttle, occupying her same seat in the back, as far away from everyone as she could get. Luke and Norman fiddled with a camera and took pictures of each other as they talked.


“Where are Forrester and June?” Georgie asked Daniel, once they were all seated and the bus was rolling.


“June called me early this morning. Forrester apparently had a bad reaction to some food. Sounds like the poor guy was up all night. They weren’t going to take a chance being out here on the trail and having an accident,” Daniel answered.


“One accident per trip is enough,” Georgie whispered to Aleta who rolled her eyes and gave her sister a jab with her elbow.


The drive was long, taking about two hours. Along the way Georgie and Aleta called home to talk to Emily and find out how Bodhi and Freckles were doing.


“Bodhi hasn’t been sleeping,” Emily said. “He keeps barking at the door for you, Aunt Georgie. I don’t think you better take any long trips for quite a while after this.”


“Oh, the poor little guy,” Georgie cooed to her niece. “Are you petting him and telling him I’ll be back the day after tomorrow?”


“Yes. But all I get is a lot of sass and backtalk,” Emily joked. “It hasn’t affected his appetite though, so you know he’s really okay.”


“That’s what they say. Well, thanks for tolerating him, Em. Here’s your mom.”


Georgie handed the phone back to Aleta who spoke quietly with her daughter about how much fun they were having and how grateful they were for the trip, and promising to come home with some great stories.


As Aleta talked softly on the phone, Georgie couldn’t help but hear part of the conversation going on behind her between Pam and Hector.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Pam snapped. Her voice was barely above a whisper but it was filled with sharp points.


“Pam, you’ve been drinking a lot. I’m just saying there is partying and having a good time and then there is being embarrassing,” Hector replied.


“What about you? You think I haven’t seen you chasing everything in a grass skirt since we arrived?”


“That’s all in your head, Pam.” What Hector said was a lie and Georgie knew it. “And like you didn’t know he was going to be on this trip. But that didn’t stop you from insisting we go. ‘Let’s go to Hawaii. Just the two of us.’ You meant the three of us, didn’t you?”


Which ’he?’ Georgie wondered silently. Who were the three of them?


“There you go again. Just crack open another bottle of rum and forget all about what you promised and what happened and what we were going to do here.” Hector said. “You need to just stop.”


“You can’t tell me what to do,” Pam said.


“No. Not here. I guess I can’t. But when we get back to Chicago I want you out of my apartment.”


“Fine,” Pam hissed.


Georgie waited and listened. She stretched her neck as far back as it would go without looking like she was eavesdropping. She turned her head so her ear could gather a few more words, even sounds. But there was nothing.


As strange as it sounded, Georgie was hoping to hear an apology from one of them. Either Pam or Hector starting the ball rolling with an “I’m sorry.” But neither of them said another word.


Who was the ‘he’ Hector was talking about? Was it Norman? No. Of course not. It had to be Forrester. That would explain why he didn’t come on this excursion. He didn’t have food poisoning. Maybe he got caught with his hand in the cookie jar.


“Aleta,” Georgie nudged her sister who was still on the phone. “Aleta.”


“Hold on a minute, honey.” Aleta covered the phone. “What in tarnation is wrong with you now?”


“I know why Pam’s been drinking so much.”


“Yeah, because she’s a lush. I knew that already.”


“No, Aleta. I just heard her and Hector arguing.” Georgie kept her voice low, but it was so low that Aleta wasn’t understanding her.


“You heard what?”


“I heard her and Hector arguing and—”


“Emily, I’m sorry honey but your aunt is having one of her episodes. She’s either hallucinating or hearing things, or you know how she breaks into Tourret’s Syndrome at the drop of a hat.”


“I do not,” Georgie griped.


“Okay. I’ll call you when we arrive at the airport.” Aleta glared at Georgie. “Love you, too. Bye.”


“Put that away and listen to me.” Georgie pointed to the phone and snuggled in closer to her sister. In a matter of minutes she explained what she’d heard. “It’s like we are vacationing in Peyton Place.”


“That’s weird. But it explains why June and Forrester have been practically joined at the hip,” Aleta said.


“You said June told you that Dottie had hit on Forrester. Maybe Pam did as well, but he forgot to mention that to June.” Georgie peeked through the crack between her seat and Aleta’s to get a glimpse of Pam. She was sneaking swigs from a travel bottle of rum like she had been yesterday at Aloha Stadium.


“I don’t know, Georgie. Between Herb falling off the cliff at Germaine’s—”


“You mean Germaine’s Cliff of Death.”


Aleta wrinkled her nose. “Whatever. And this affair Pam was or is having with Forrester? Add in a possibly crazy retired FBI agent and you. I’m going to need a vacation from this vacation when I get home.”


Finally, the shuttle pulled to a stop. As they looked out the window Georgie and Aleta gasped at the amazing view. All around them were lush green mountains.  


The green of the plant life was so intense Georgie couldn’t believe it was real. Dots of pink, white and red could also be seen as wild jungle flowers bloomed continually. Patches of clouds hung lazily over the peaks and showered the ground in random intervals.


“Only the Great Creator could make something so beautiful,” Georgie said, linking her arm through Aleta’s.


“Even in a picture, no one would believe these colors weren’t enhanced. Yet, this is what this looks like all the time. Every day. It’s a miracle. Really it is,” Aleta replied.


Daniel led the group to a check-in point. Everyone had to sign a waiver before beginning the hike.


“This is a little unnerving,” Georgie whispered. “Hey, Daniel.”


“Yes?”


Georgie waved him to come closer.


“How many people haven’t made it back from this particular hike?”


Daniel looked around to make sure no one was listening.


“According to the Park Ranger. There are usually one to two deaths a year at this location. But half of those are ruled suicides.”


“I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse,” Georgie joked with Aleta.


“I’ve made this hike before, like I said.” Daniel patted Georgie’s shoulder. “There is a chain link guard rail all the way up. Just take your time. It is so worth it.”


“It’ll be all right, Georgie,” Aleta soothed. “We’ve done way riskier things than this. My gosh, you’ve worn riskier things than this.”


“Very funny. You’re so clever.” Georgie shook her head at Aleta who smirked as she walked ahead with Daniel.


The start of the path to the waterfall was a wide gravel trail with railroad ties every couple of feet that formed low steps. The air was so rich and pure with all the thick green foliage that Georgie couldn’t help but take wonderfully deep breaths.


Although the sun was bright overhead, it quickly became darker and cooler along the path as the canopy of leaves obstructed the sunbeams from coming through.  


“Okay, folks.” Daniel stopped at large placard that showed the route of the trail and where the waterfall was. “It’ll take about an hour to walk the trail. There are a few parts of the trail where walking single file would be best. But, as I said already, I’ve done this trail before and y’all are going to be glad you did it. Everyone ready?”


Aleta slinked back down next to Georgie, bumping her playfully with her hip.


“We’re ready!” Norman waved from a few feet behind Georgie and Aleta. Dottie pushed her way up to the front to walk closer to Daniel. Georgie and Aleta were glad of that since she was the only one without a partner.


Hector was busy stretching his hamstrings and rolling his head on his neck to limber up for the climb.


“Do you think Pam should be going?” Aleta whispered to her sister. Georgie looked at Pam and shrugged her shoulders.


“Maybe she just had a little hair of the dog that bit her,” Georgie replied quietly. “You know, just to chase away the hangover. She doesn’t look so bad. Let me just say we’ve seen her in worse shape.”


“I don’t know. Do you think we should say something to Hector?” Aleta asked.


“Like what? Hey, Hector, we saw Pam taking a shot of rum on the bus. You guys might want to stay at the bottom and wait for the rest of us?” Georgie adjusted her blouse and patted her hair. “I have the feeling that wouldn’t go over very well.”


“I will feel awful if something happens,” Aleta said.


“Come on. Daniel said it’s not that big of a deal. He wouldn’t take a tour group on a hike that was dangerous, Georgie said. “I don’t know about you but I’m ready to work off all that Hawaiian wedding cake we ate. That way we can eat some more of those chocolate covered Macadamia nuts.”


They began the ascent up the trail. It was wide and well-travelled with couples and families passing them either going up or coming down.


“How is the view today from up there?” Daniel asked a man and woman who were heading back down the trail.


“It’s amazing!” They both squealed. “It’s so beautiful! Absolutely breathtaking!”


The Midhostel group was in good spirits as they continued up the trail. For a moment Georgie stopped and looked to her right. Standing still, she stared into the tropical forest.


“What are you looking at?” Aleta asked.


“If you stand still you’ll see all the moving things in there.” Georgie pointed to half a dozen birds that flew in various directions. There were other things tipping the leaves. Giant moths and butterflies darted from one exotic flower to another.


Aleta stood still and watched. “That’s beautiful. And it’s weird. It’s like the whole world is alive around us, but not in the way we are used to.”


“Yeah. Horror movies start this way.” Georgie took hold of Aleta’s arm.


“Get a hold of yourself, Georgie. Come on, we’re going to lose the group,” Aleta said, as she got back on the trail. She slowly pulled ahead of Georgie who was much more cautious with her footsteps.


“Don’t worry, Georgie!” Norman called from a couple of yards behind her. “We’ll make sure you make it!”


“Thanks, Norm!” Georgie chuckled and waved.
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After about twenty minutes, the trail of gravel and railroad ties began to narrow. It became more rustic as the railroad ties disappeared and the bits of gravel became gravel mixed with dirt, only to become mostly dirt, until finally the group was following a dirt trail that was no wider than the ped-way at Midway Airport.


Still, Georgie kept on going with Aleta just a little ahead of her. Hector and Pam were ahead of Aleta, and Daniel and Dottie were further up. Georgie turned around and didn’t see Norman and Luke, but she could hear Norman’s deep voice talking down below.


“Aleta, are you sure we should keep going?”


“Don’t you want to see the waterfall?” Aleta asked.


“I’m more interested in seeing tomorrow,” Georgie replied, looking around. The view from the path made her feel like she’d been swept up in one of those dinosaur films where huge lizards or man-eating plants could be lurking among the beautiful and fragrant orchids or near an enticing waterfall. The wide ledge they were taking cut through the side of the mountain. The vegetation was so thick that only slivers of sunlight came through the leaves. Exotic birds could be heard calling their mates, alerting them to the presence of people. The air smelled sweet and almost intoxicating.


But despite all of these amazing sights, sounds, smells and textures, Georgie was a little nervous. “This is a real nature hike. This isn’t following a path to a specific destination. I’m investing sweat equity in this journey and I don’t think I am going to like the return.”


“Come on. Daniel said it would take an hour. Let’s go a little higher and see what happens.”


Georgie nodded reluctantly. She did admire the amazing leaves and flowers. Had she been more confident and maybe a couple of years younger, she would have loved to stop and sketch the fine details of the strange and beautiful forest and its inhabitants. But as it was, Georgie wasn’t feeling all that creative at the moment.


The entire group reached a natural landing where a much skinnier path picked up and hugged the side of the mountain.


“Have we got everyone still?” Daniel asked. “This is the halfway point.”


“Halfway? That felt like it took three hours already.” Georgie whispered to Aleta.


“From here on it gets a little steeper, but there is the chain railing to keep your balance and the path is clear and well worn. So just follow me.”


Dottie looked determined and brave as she silently slipped in line right after Daniel. Hector was next, followed by Pam who hadn’t said a word that Georgie could hear for the entire hike.


Aleta went ahead of Georgie, and Norman and Luke were still bringing up the rear.


Daniel was right. The trail was a little steeper. However, it wasn’t the steepness that made Georgie wish she’d stayed at the hotel with food poisoning like Forrester and June. It was the spontaneous rain that would fall making the well- worn path slicker than her shoes could handle.


“It is the rainforest, after all,” Georgie tried to comfort herself. The chain that was supposed to provide support was wet and slippery, too. “It rains in the rainforest. It’ll probably rain from here on up. So we can all reach the top to see a waterfall. Wet. Like we took a dip. I don’t like this.”


Aleta had pulled ahead of her sister. She had always been the more athletic of the two. If it caused her make-up to run, Georgie would usually take a pass when they were younger. This adventure was definitely making her make-up run. Her hands were pruning. Her slip-on shoes, made of nothing more than canvas over foam soles, were drenched.


Suddenly, the thought of a piping hot cup of Hawaiian coffee entered Georgie’s mind. She wanted that. Her body had gotten cold and wet from the perpetual drip-drip-drip of rain from the leaves. Everything was slick. The path had become even narrower, causing Georgie to get mud on the shoulder of her blouse.


Nothing was going to make her feel better except a cup of that coffee. That coffee was at the hotel. It was in the warm, dry restaurant where the ground was flat and even, the sun was shining and there were other people, not creepy crawlies and things that moved the leaves but remained hidden.


“Aleta!” Georgie called.


“Yeah?” Aleta’s voice floated back to her.


“How far up are you?”


“Not too much further up than you!”


“Can you wait up?”


“Sure!”


“Why am I saying wait up?” Georgie mumbled aloud. “I should have had her come to me. I’m the one who doesn’t want to go any higher.” Peering over the edge of the chain rail Georgie’s heart jumped into her throat. It was almost a straight drop down. The only thing to even slow your fall would be the hundreds of branches that would probably break every bone in your body as you plummeted to your impending doom.


While pressing her body against the side of the mountain, dirt on her blouse be damned, Georgie inched her way up toward Aleta.


“What are you doing?” Aleta asked.


“I don’t think I’m going to make this,” Georgie panted.


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah. This isn’t quite what I had in mind.” Georgie stayed pressed against the mountainside. Normally, she’d be concerned about bugs and spiders but the vertigo she was experiencing distracted her thoughts nicely.


“Okay. I’ll go down with you,” Aleta said.


“No. No. If you are okay, go ahead the rest of the way. Take a picture of this magical waterfall for me.”


“I don’t want to leave you alone waiting down there by yourself, Georgie.”


“I insist. Really. I’ll be fine. I’m just going to inch my way back down and I’ll probably be moving so slowly that you guys will catch up to me heading back before I even get to the bottom.”


“You’re sure?”


“Positive,” Georgie said with a nod.


“Okay. I’ll let Daniel know so he doesn’t think he lost another tourist.”


“Gosh, Aleta. Whatever you do, don’t say that in front of Dottie.”


“Yikes, you’re right. I had a Georgie moment just then.” Aleta winked.


“I’m leaving you,” Georgie smirked, before turning her back and beginning her descent.


She thought going down would be easier, but it wasn’t. In fact, it was a good bit worse. The slickness of the wet mountainside made it impossible to cling to the side without getting coated in grime. The chain rail was even wetter, which Georgie found hard to believe. And worse, gravity was trying its best to pull her down faster than she wanted to go.


“What was I thinking? This is a mess.” Georgie muttered. There was no sign of Norman or Luke, and Georgie could feel her vertigo increasing every time her foot slipped in her silly flip-flops. I wonder if I should go barefoot, Georgie thought to herself, but the thought of lifting her foot even half an inch off the ground made her queasy.


“Having trouble?” Georgie let out a little yip at the voice that came from almost directly behind her. When she swung around, she saw Pam standing there.


“You scared me to death,” Georgie said, her hand over her chest. “Did you change your mind about going to the top, too?”


“No. I’ve had my mind made up for a while,” Pam said cryptically.


“Okay.” Georgie looked her in the face. Pam’s eyes were red from drinking. She stared at Georgie as if she were waiting for her to maybe throw a punch or take a jab. “Well, I’m heading back down.”


“I’ll see to that,” Pam hissed.


“What is the matter, Pam?” Georgie said, having a hard time watching Pam and watching her step.


“You know what, Georgie? I don’t like you.”


“Is that all? Heck, my own sister doesn’t like me half the time. That’s no big deal.”


“I don’t like you pretending you don’t know the truth.” Pam steadied herself with one hand on the mountainside and the other holding the chain. The rain and grit didn’t seem to bother her.


“I don’t know what you are talking about, Pam.” Georgie took another inch backwards. Pam let go of the mountain and the chain and slicked her hair back. The band-aids that had been on her wrists had gotten so soaked they had lost their stickiness. When they fell to the ground Georgie saw what Pam had been trying to hide. There were deep scratches on her wrist. 


These weren’t just your ordinary gardening type scratches, either. To Georgie they looked more like deep gouges on Pam’s wrists. Marks that looked like maybe someone had dug their nails in, holding on for dear life. Holding on so as not to fall—like off a cliff. Georgie swallowed nervously and glanced quickly toward the trail heading down the mountain in front of her. What had happened to Norman and Luke? Surely they should be coming around that little bend any second, shouldn’t they?


Looking down, Georgie saw the band-aid on Pam’s ankle had fallen away as well. There were more scratches there, deep ones like the ones on Pam’s wrist.


“You can play stupid all you like. It’ll just make your little accident all the more believable,” Pam hissed.


“Accident? You mean like Herb’s accident?” Georgie asked. “You were there, weren’t you? When Herb fell, you were there.”


It had to be the first time his name had been spoken since Germaine’s Cliff of Death. Never again to be called Germaine’s Luau, it would forever be known as Germaine’s Cliff of Death. And now the same fate was about to occur here, and this would be known as the Trail to the Waterfall of Death. Georgie shook her head, hoping to loosen an idea or plan to get away, but nothing came to mind.


“Yeah,” Pam smiled sadistically. “He was getting back together with Dottie. Can you believe that? That simp. He quit drinking and acted like we’d never been together.”


“It was an accident, though. Right? You didn’t mean for him to fall. You didn’t mean for him to die. Right?” Georgie heard her own words. But it was like she was hearing a recording. A radio thriller from the 1940’s or something. Georgie was sure that any second Pam would break down crying, saying she was sorry. And that she didn’t mean for any of this to happen. She just wanted to talk to Herb and he slipped. She tried to save him. To help him. But his grip on her wrist and her ankle wasn’t enough and he fell. It was just a horrible accident and she’s so sorry.


“Herb talked to me like we were old friends. He liked having me beg and plead and rearrange my life just to catch a glimpse of him. To see his car in his driveway or find him at the grocery store. He even started going to church. Can you believe that? He’d sit in that place for an hour as if he had any right to be there when he’d cheated on his wife. It made me sick.”


“Sounds like you were keeping pretty tight tabs on him,” Georgie blurted out. Once again her filter was off. “But it was an accident. He slipped. The police will understand that.” Georgie continued her baby steps backwards. But it was painfully obvious she wasn’t putting enough distance between herself and Pam.


“It was the only way I’d be free of him. Now, I know exactly where Herb is and what he’s doing,” she cackled. “He begged, you know.” Pam said these words as if Herb had read her some kind of flowery, overblown love poem. “For the first time in our relationship, he begged me not to go.”


“Relationship? He was married, Pam. To Dottie. You have Hector.”


“Hector?” She started to laugh. “I’m only with Hector because he had business with Herb. How do you think Herb and I met?”


Georgie recalled Hector’s conversation with the salesgirl the day before. He’d mentioned Herb falling off the cliff. He mentioned a bad business deal. Could he be in on the whole sordid affair?


“Pam, do you even understand what has happened?” Georgie wanted to keep Pam talking until she got on steadier ground. But it looked like Pam was reading her mind and was not going to let that happen. “Did Hector ask you to help him get rid of Herb in order for him to get out of a business deal?”


“Hector doesn’t have the smarts to come up with that kind of plan.” Pam was bragging. “His brains are between his legs.”


“Pam, I don’t think you mean any of this. I don’t think you meant for Herb to die and I certainly don’t think you want to off a lady my age who really, in the grand scheme of things, means very little to you and your situation.” Georgie looked to her right and saw the glistening chain rail. It offered her no comfort as she reached for it.


Pam stared at her with wild wide eyes. She hadn’t heard what Georgie said.


“That explains why you’ve been drinking. I saw you on the bus this morning. It explains why you’ve been asking me to go with you all the time. Pam, I can help you, but we’ve got to get on firm ground. In more ways than one.” Georgie chuckled nervously.


It didn’t matter. Pam had shut off. Disconnected. There was no getting through to her. But Georgie had to keep trying. She had to.


“Okay, Pam. This has gone far enough. I’m not taking another step backwards.” Georgie said this as she still carefully inched backwards, her hand feeling the stones and roots of the mountainside beneath her left hand. Her right hand clung tightly to the chain. Every millimeter she was able to put between her and Pam felt like a tiny victory. “I’ve dealt with bigger and scarier hombres than you. If you think you are just going to push me over this edge, you should know that I’ll be screaming ‘Pam did it’ all the way down.”


“You won’t say a word,” Pam hissed, as she dove for Georgie. Her hands were stretched out in front of her and she lunged for Georgie’s throat. Georgie used the only thing she could get her hands on to defend herself. A huge clump of mud, sand and pebbles splattered across Pam’s face, getting in her eyes and mouth. Pam began to gasp, blinking wildly to get the dirt out of her eyes. She spit and gagged as she tried to get the muck out of her mouth. For a brief second, Georgie was sure she was going to lose her balance and topple over the side.
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Chapter 14
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Without waiting to see what was happening with Pam, Georgie swiftly turned and started down downward as quickly as possible. Both hands were clamped on the chain bordering the trail, and Georgie did her level best to ignore the flare of pain in her hands as she squeezed the slippery chain tightly.


Her breath was coming in painful gasps now, and her mouth was as dry as the sand on the beach they were on the day Herb almost drowned. Sweat was trickling down her back, yet Georgie was keenly aware that she felt cold and clammy.


You’re doing it. You’re getting away from her. Just a little further. If you can steady yourself she won’t be able to get you. Georgie repeated that thought as each awkward step was putting more and more distance between her and Pam. But she heard the heavy breathing behind her and knew she wasn’t really getting ahead of the enraged woman. Her steps weren’t getting her closer to safety. Pam was almost on her, scratching and grabbing to get a handful of Georgie’s blouse or hair.


“Stop! Get away!” Georgie screamed, as she looked over her shoulder while reaching for something, anything on the mountain, to hold on to. She didn’t see Pam. She saw the thick green leaves and vines surrounding her. Birds were scattering everywhere. The bright colors of the flowers were no longer beautiful examples of life, but brought to mind the wreaths at a cemetery. This was it. Georgie felt herself falling. Her mouth was dry and her eyes welled with tears at the thought of Aleta, her children, and even Stan.


“Georgie! Duck!” Came a male voice. Snapping her out of her vertigo, Georgie recognized the voice as Norman’s. Without much effort she hit the ground, unsure if it were a conscious move or if her legs just gave out from beneath her. She didn’t topple head over feet, she wasn’t hitting branches that would break her bones as she plummeted to her doom. Unsure what was happening, she hugged the ground tight, thankful to smell the mossy, earthy scent.


Norman neatly leapt over Georgie’s body. With the grace only a man with military training could possess, he not only caught Pam, but restrained and subdued her, placing her in a sleeper hold that completely knocked her out.


“Are you all right, Georgie?” Luke was quickly at her side helping Georgie to her feet. From above, Georgie heard Aleta calling her name. But her mouth was so dry and her breathing was so labored that Georgie couldn’t speak.


Norman hoisted Pam over his shoulder.


“Excuse me, Georgie. I think we need to get Pam to the bottom and call the cops.” He looked at his son. “Help her down and dial Uncle John. He’ll get the ball rolling and the cops here quick.


“Yes, sir.” Luke pulled out his cell phone with one hand, taking Georgie’s hand with the other. Slowly and carefully they walked back down the trail.


As soon as it was wide enough, Aleta came slithering down to Georgie and Luke, worrying Georgie that her twin might break a leg in the process. Her face was drenched in sweat, and for once Aleta’s clothes were almost as dirty as Georgie’s. When she saw her sister standing on the landing where the trail became wide and easy again she ran to her.


“My God, Georgie. What happened?”


“It was Pam,” Georgie hugged her sister. “Pam pushed Herb off the cliff.”


Those words tumbled out just as Hector, Dottie and Daniel had reached the landing.


“What did you say?” Dottie glared at Georgie.


“I’m so sorry, Dottie.” Georgie pointed to Norman who was carefully descending the steps with an unconscious Pam over his shoulder like a side of beef. “She confessed to pushing Herb. She told me it was one of those ‘if I can’t have him, no one can’ situations. I’m so sorry.”


Hector stared at Georgie as if he wasn’t sure he heard her right.


“You better do more than kick her out of your apartment when you get back to Chicago, Hector.” Georgie harrumphed. “Like lawyer up. She’s got you involved whether you like it or not.”


Hector, unsure what to do, took off after Norman.


Luke finished talking to his Uncle John and had just shoved his phone in his pocket when he reached to help Georgie down the remainder of the trail. Georgie patted him on the shoulder.


“I’m fine, honey. Go help your dad. He might need it.”


Luke nodded and went after Hector to make sure there wasn’t any trouble with what his father was doing.


“Do you want to tell me what you meant by what you just said?” Dottie was angry and Georgie couldn’t tell if it was directed at her, Pam or both.


“Pam said she and Herb had been having an affair.” Georgie swallowed hard. Her throat was completely dry. The saliva felt like little needles prickling all the way down. “Herb broke it off. She said he quit drinking and started going to church. But, Dottie, from what she was saying, she stalked him and followed him all the way here. She pushed him off the cliff at Germaine’s.”


Dottie stood completely still. The color had drained from her face. Wondering if Dottie was going to faint, Georgie motioned for Daniel to be prepared to catch her.


“All that time wasted,” Dottie muttered. “He gave up drinking, but I didn’t know where he was going on those morning. A couple of days a week he’d leave early in the morning. I though he was going to the gym to sit in the sauna. He didn’t tell me he was back at church. Had I known I might have—”


“Come on, darlin’ girl,” Daniel put his arm around Dottie’s shoulder. “You’ve had enough, let’s get you off the side of this mountain.”


As she was about to pass Georgie and Aleta, Dottie took hold of Georgie’s hand and squeezed it tightly.


“All that time we wasted.” Dottie lifted her chin. Her eyes were filled with fresh tears. She still had the scowl lines along the edges of her mouth. Georgie couldn’t tell if she was mad at Herb all over again, or if she was mad at Pam for taking her away from him permanently. Maybe she was mad at Georgie for telling her.


“You know, Norman is an ex-FBI agent,” Georgie saw Daniel’s ears perk up. “He can probably help you with questions and procedures for this or anything.”


Georgie said it as much for Dottie as she did for Daniel. As if on cue, it was obvious the wheels were turning in his head. Maybe Daniel would ask Norman for some help with his own drama back at home.


Aleta slipped her arm through Georgie’s as they followed the train of people to the bottom.


“Wow. Norm wasn’t kidding when he said Uncle John would know how to handle things.” Seven squad cars and two unmarked cars had arrived, along with an ambulance and even one fire truck.


“Everyone is looking at us,” Aleta said, as giggles started to shake her shoulders.


“What’s so funny? I was almost killed up there,” Georgie said with a smirk.


“Nothing. I’m not laughing at that.”


“Is it my outfit? It is. You’re happy now that it’s covered in mud and no one can see how beautiful it was.”


“No, Georgie. I’m just laughing because this was supposed to be our vacation and here you are almost getting yourself killed. Again.”


“That’s funny to you?” Georgie looked at her sister through heavy eyelids. “I want you to know that I told Pam if she chucked me off the side of that mountain I was going to yell ‘Pam did it’ all the way down.”


Aleta’s laugh was like a bursting balloon causing everyone to really look at them and wonder if they weren’t more injured than they appeared.


Pam had come to and was sitting on the ground with her hands behind her back in handcuffs. Hector, who was nervously running his hands through his hair and shifting from his right foot to the left and back again, was talking a mile a minute with two police officers who were writing everything down. He was obviously trembling, and the sweat that covered his face wasn’t from the hike up the trail. Whether or not he was guilty of anything would be for the law to figure out. As it stood right now, he didn’t look too confident in his own innocence.


Dottie was also talking to police officers. She’d started crying again but as she pointed at Pam it was obvious she was doing exactly what Herb would have wanted. Dottie was going to get what she could, what she deserved, out of this bad situation.


“Do you think this will make any difference?” Aleta asked Georgie while watching Dottie talk and point at Pam.


“Difference in what?”


“In how she lives? Do you think she’ll be a happier person or will she just go find herself another guy like Herb who will be grumpy and rude jerk?”


“Who knows? What really matters is that Pam pays for what she did,” Georgie said. “No matter what she said up there on that ledge, I don’t believe she meant to do it. I think her temper got the best of her. If Herb would have said anything kind or decent or encouraging, he’d still be alive. He didn’t have it in him. That’s my guess.”


The Kaye sisters noticed that Daniel was talking with Norman who was listening intently to what he was saying and even started to laugh a couple times.


“You’ll need to meet with them, and the sooner the better,” they heard Norman say. “In fact, I’d get it done as soon as you can. Look, you’ve got a clean record. You lost your temper. It happens. But no real damage was done. I think if you apologize and make some sort of kind gesture you can make this go away fairly easily.”


“I like the sound of that.” Daniel sighed with tears in his eyes.


They continued talking. Luke was standing back a bit and chatting with a female officer who had long brown hair in a ponytail, and wore pink lipstick.


“June and Forrester sure missed all the excitement,” Aleta said.


Georgie nodded just as Luke waved to get her attention.


“The paramedics want to take a look at you, Georgie,” he said. “I think you better. Just to be on the safe side.”


“He’s right, Georgie.” Aleta urged. “I’ll go rustle up one of these officers and you can tell them everything that happened.”


As quickly as the authorities had shown up, they were soon gone. Pam and Hector had both been taken downtown for more questioning. Daniel was acting like his chipper self. Norman and Luke were on the phone with Norman’s wife filling her in on everything that had just happened.


“Do you want to call Stan?” Aleta asked.


“What for?”


“To tell him your shirt is dirty, Aleta said sarcastically. “To tell him what happened, silly,” Aleta sighed.


“No. I’m not going to call him. We’re going to see him soon enough when he comes to the airport to pick us up.”


“Do you want to tell the kids?”


“Those no-good kids who sent us on this trip where I almost got killed? No. They’ll just worry,” Georgie joked. “But this will come into play when Christmas comes along. There is nothing like a little dose of guilt to influence the present purchases.”


“You would extort from your children in that way?”


“What’s the point of having children if you can’t guilt them into doing things for you?” Georgie pulled a Hershey bar from her purse, broke it, and gave one half to Aleta.


“We were just talking about people getting a second chance and using it to be thankful rather than for personal gain. Now, here you are doing exactly what we said people shouldn’t do.”


“That’s with strangers. You don’t think that really applies to family, do you? Kids? Of course it doesn’t apply to kids. Ungrateful from the minute they are born.”


“Georgie. Of course it applies to family. Especially to family.”


“Oh, I’m not liking this.” Georgie shook her head.


“Don’t think you’re fooling me, Georgie Kaye,” Aleta said, as she casually looked out the window of the shuttle. “This was the best vacation you ever had because you almost got killed. In fact, it is you, madam, who owes your children. And I’m going to make sure they milk it for all its worth.”


“You wouldn’t dare.” Georgie slipped her arm through Aleta’s.


“Wouldn’t I?”


The sisters relaxed in their seats. The hum of the shuttle engine and the scenery buzzing by was like a lullaby making everyone on board relaxed and even sleepy.


“This was a pretty good vacation,” Georgie confessed.


“We did get some rest and shopping in.”


“The food was great.”


“The desserts were out of this world,” Aleta replied. “I’m still not sick of pineapple.”


“Me neither,” Georgie added. “What should we have for dinner tonight?”


“I don’t know. Maybe we should all have dinner together.”


“All? Half our group is either dead or at the police station,” Georgie muttered.


“That will be the title of your biography.” Aleta replied with a stoic expression. “I meant the survivors, of course.”


“I think that sounds like a splendid idea.” Georgie agreed, cheering up immediately.


#
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THAT NIGHT, EVEN FORRESTER felt well enough to join them in the hotel restaurant, so he and June, Norman and Luke, and Georgie and Aleta put on their flowery finest and had dinner together.


The restaurant was called Xi. It was an elegant white on white room that was open air along the entire western side, allowing for breath-taking sunset views every night. Tonight’s extravaganza was speckled with a few clouds that became purple as they drifted across the orange sky.


“Are you really going to wear that?” Aleta asked, before she and Georgie entered the restaurant.


“What are you talking about?” Georgie snapped, smoothing out her snug-fitting Hawaiian dress. It was a royal blue color with white and green palm leaves all over it.


“That thing in your hair. Really? You needed to ask?” Aleta pointed to the fake bird that was adorned with real peacock feathers.


“Yes. Yes, Aleta, I am going to wear this.”


“You don’t think it’s a little over the top? I mean, if we were at the Kentucky Derby I’d say it was perfect. But we’re having dinner. The other guests are going to be swatting those droopy things out of their soup.”


“You’re crazy,” Georgie said, just as a tiny feather came loose and delicately wafted down to the floor.


When they sat down at their table the chatter with their travelling companions immediately started.


“Georgie, I love your hat,” June gushed.


“Thank you, June. You have excellent taste,” Georgie said as she rolled her eyes at her sister in triumph.


“Where’s Daniel?” Aleta asked.


“He had to get back to the States. There was an emergency,” Norman said.


“Oh, I hope no one is hurt.” June looked concerned.


“No. It was nothing like that. He had some legal things that needed to be straightened out, he said. Time is of the essence in some instances.” Norman took a sip of his fruity drink and winked at Georgie.


“So, how was the trail?” June asked innocently. “And where have Hector and Pam gotten to?” What remained of the Midhostel Tour group just looked at each other, it seemed no one had mentioned the craziness that had unfolded during their trip to see the waterfall, leaving June and Forrester completely in the dark.


A babble of voices all broke out at once, with snippets standing out.


“You missed all the excitement.”


“Georgie almost got pushed off a cliff”


“You won’t believe why.”
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Chapter 15
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“Do you have my neck pillow?” Georgie fussed as she tried to search through her massive carry-on purse while walking.


“No. For the hundredth time, I don’t have it,” Aleta said. “How did you lose it anyway? You had it around your neck for the entire flight.”


“I know. That’s why I think you took it.”


“I didn’t take it.” Aleta pointed. “Come on, we’re going to the Kiss-n-Ride. That way.”


Midway Airport was crowded with travelers making their way to and from gates. Several college-age people hurried past Aleta and Georgie, wearing pajamas and gym shoes; most struggling with luggage that included backpacks and pillows from home.


“I never understood how anyone could go out in public in their pajamas.” Georgie wrinkled her nose.


“Well, when you wear pajamas that would make even Hugh Hefner blush, I would hope you wouldn’t wear them out in public,” Aleta replied.


“You’ve been on a roll all the way home.” Georgie pouted.


“Not really.” Aleta was offhand, “You’ve just been making it very easy for me.”


“Is it just me, or are you happy to be back in Chicago, too? I can’t help it. I didn’t realize it while we were on the island, but it was kind of claustrophobic. Now I feel like my mind has more room to roam.” Georgie slung her heavy purse over her shoulder.


“Your mind wants to roam? Hold on. It’ll be a bumpy ride.” Aleta elbowed her twin in the side, unable to resist one last jab.


“Don’t you feel it?”


“Yes, Georgie. I do feel it. I didn’t want to think about it, but one tsunami and we would have been vacationing in Davy Jones’ Locke,” Aleta said. “Hawaii was beautiful, but home is where the heart is. My heart is here.”


“Yup. Mine too.”


“Georgie! Hey, Georgie!” Norman shouted from behind them. “Thanks for loaning me your neck pillow.”


“Oh, I forgot I gave it to you.” Georgie shook her head in dismay. “Actually, I don’t even know if I need it back. I don’t think I’ll be taking a trip again any time soon. How about you and Luke?”


“After this we are going to stay close to home for a while.” Norman looked to his son who was slowly strolling and chatting with a pretty blond girl by his side. “He struck up a conversation with the neighbor to his left.”


“Well, I think we have all made the right decision,” Aleta added. “We were just saying that Hawaii is beautiful but we’re glad to be home.”


“That’s for sure,” Norman said. “Hey, Georgie. Luke said that he saw some of your sketches while you were drawing on the plane. Do you ever sell your work?”


“All the time. I paint portraits of pets for a living,” Georgie beamed.


“Really? Can you paint three Boston Terriers all under the age of five? Or as I like to call them—Boston Terrors.” Norman smiled. “My wife would really love that.”


“Of course. I’d love to meet the better half of the Heidenkamp team. Here.” She struggled again with her purse while walking. “Take one of my business cards and drop me a line anytime.”


“Will do, Georgie. Take care and we’ll talk soon,” Norman said.


“Doesn’t the idea of painting three Boston Terriers that are the equivalent to toddlers intimidate you?” Aleta asked, looking at Georgie with concern.


“Like being on the side of that mountain,” Georgie smirked.


They wove their way through the crush of travelers and airport staff, finally arriving in the roped off area where family and friends were eagerly awaiting. In the middle of everything, Stan was standing there with a bright pink sign that read ‘Georgie Kaye’ in huge bright red letters with glitter hearts all over it.


“Is there any way I can pretend I don’t know him?” Georgie blushed and muttered to her sister. “I’m glad to see you find this so funny.”


“I told him to do that,” Aleta snickered.


“What? Oh, that has to be the ultimate betrayal,” Georgie cried dramatically.


Of course, Stan stood there proudly holding his sign as if it were the most natural thing in the world. As soon as he saw Georgie and Aleta he started screaming and jumping up and down.


“Georgie! Over here! Georgie! Georgie!”


“I’m twenty feet away and this is what he does,” Georgie grumbled.


“I don’t get it. He’s not directing any more attention to you than the outfit you’re wearing,” Aleta joked.


“I’ll have you know that animal prints are always in.”


“Yes. I know that. I just don’t know if wearing all the different prints at the same time is in.”


“Aleta, you have to remember. I’m an artist. I express myself in many ways.”


“Okay. I just hope there aren’t any hunters coming back from Africa. They might mistake you for the illusive leopard-zebra-gator-saurus. You might end up with buck shot as an accessory.”


“Enjoying yourself?” Georgie shook her head.


“Immensely.”


“Yeah, just wait.” Georgie whispered. “I’ll get you back. You know I will.”


“Georgie! Oh, thank God you’re home! You’ve been gone so long!” Stan shouted. “My ex-wife,” he said, to the family standing next to him. “I’ve missed her so much!”


“Would you pull yourself together?” Georgie shouted down the corridor as amused travelers watched her and Stan making a scene.


“Oh, how I missed you,” Stan continued pretending to wipe tears from his eyes.


“I’ll give you a reason to cry if you don’t stop all that,” Georgie said, when she finally reached Stan and gave him a hug. As if he wasn’t aggravating enough, how dare he smell so good? She was also sure he’d been working out while they were gone since his biceps and pectorals felt a little harder.


“I did miss you,” he whispered in her ear.


“Thanks for picking us up, Stan.” Aleta said before she got a hug from him, too. “The idea of paying for a cab was too much.”


“Of course. So, tell me all about it. Did you guys enjoy yourselves?”


“Georgie almost got pitched off the side of a mountain,” Aleta blurted out.


“Well, that’s hardly news,” Stan said. “How was the food?”


“Fantastic. We brought back some chocolate covered pineapple and some SPAM,” Aleta said.


“SPAM? Why would you bring that home?”


“It’s where they make it,” Aleta said. “You didn’t know that, did you? Well, we got you some fresh off the assembly line.”


“Yum,” Stan rolled his eyes. “I can hardly wait.”


They finally got to Stan’s truck at the parking area called ‘kiss-n-ride’ because cars were only allowed to sit for about fifteen minutes before they were towed. The three of them crowded into the cab with Georgie in the middle and the luggage in the back.


“Here, I have a surprise for you,” Georgie interrupted. Reaching in her huge carry-on purse, she pulled out the Hawaiian shirt, wrapped in tissue paper.


When Stan unwrapped it his expression made Georgie’s heart swell with happiness.


“You picked this out, didn’t you?” He looked at his ex-wife.


“Of course I did. Not just any Hawaiian shirt would do for my favorite ex-husband.” She watched as he held the shirt up in front of him.


“I’m going to wear this to work. In fact, I’m putting it on right now.” He pulled off his long sleeved flannel shirt. His t-shirt underneath was tight across his chest. Georgie couldn’t help but notice. She tried to look away but caught her sister’s eye instead.


“What are you looking at?” Georgie snapped.


“Nothing,” Aleta said innocently. “That really looks great on you, Stan. I know it took Georgie a long time to find just the right shirt. It’s a good thing you are as tacky as she is.”


“The guys in the bullpen are going to love this.” He held it out admiring the pin-up beauties as they smiled back at him.


“All right. I want to hear all about it,” Stan said, after smoothing out his shirt and starting the engine.


“Where do we start?” Georgie looked at her sister.


“Well, the vacation really didn’t start until Herb fell off the cliff,” Aleta said matter-of-factly.


“What?” Stan gasped. “You’re joking.”


“I think we need to describe how Herb acted with his wife, otherwise the story doesn’t make sense,” Georgie said. “It also serves as a sort of warning, you know, to husbands and ex-husbands, too.”


“Good point.” Aleta nodded. “You start.”


“It all started, Stan, with this guy named Herb who wanted a piece of gum.” Georgie said, as they headed out of the airport toward home.


THE END
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THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR purchasing this early-release book made available exclusively to my readers group, Sandi’s Sleuths, before the book was made available on any other retailers.


You are probably already subscribed to my group, but if you ended up here and are not subscribed, head over to my website and join us.  That way you will be the first to hear about other exclusive opportunities like this one.


www.SandiScottBooks.com.


I love to stay in touch with readers and periodically give out free books, advanced copies, and other fun stuff.


Email me at sandi@sandiscottbooks.com


Stay cozy,


Sandi
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I am so grateful to my readers every day for reading my books, making it possible to keep writing. As a gesture of appreciation (and because it is really, really fun) – I feature a reader’s pet on the cover of each book in this series!


For each book, I host a contest where you can enter your fur baby to be the next cover model. I love seeing all your fur babies and reading their stories.  The prizes of winning the contest are digital images of any artwork done of the winning pet, a free paperback copy of the book, and the opportunity to write the dedication to the book.


I am so grateful to my readers every day for reading my books, making it possible to keep writing. As a gesture of appreciation (and because it is really, really fun) – I feature a reader’s pet on the cover of each book in this series!


For each book, I host a contest where you can enter your fur baby to be the next cover model. I love seeing all your fur babies and reading their stories.  The prizes of winning the contest are digital images of any artwork done of the winning pet, a free paperback copy of the book, and the opportunity to write the dedication to the book.


This month’s cover model is Bailey – an adorable chinchilla! 
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Here’s what his mom, Cheryl had to say about him.


I will give a bit more detail about Bailey, he was a Mother's Day gift from my 2 daughters after I separated from their dad. It was very hard and I was sad for a long time but Bailey helped out a lot, you could say he saved my life quite a few times over the years. He scolds me, kisses me and cuddles me and he’s still playful.


Bailey truly is a wonderful little companion full of love and attitude:) He has been with me since he was a 4-month-old-kit and has helped me through some very hard times.  Bailey has the most beautiful thick and soft fur coat that he loves to groom and tool around in his special dust bath, it the cutest thing to watch.


Although he is not like a cat or dog, he has a big personality that shines through and he shows his happiness by snuggling up and lying down or washing himself to prove he trusts you completely. His kisses are little nibbles along your skin, sometimes when he’s really lovey it’s a little love nip 😂. He just will stare at you with half closed eyes, it’s way too funny. When mad, he pushes you away like a toddler and turns his back, or will run away and ignore, make a nest and act like you are not there until you offer something interesting, a toy or food:) sometimes chubbies take such offence that they may forgive but they never forget, they are not stupid. 


Once, a visiting friend pulled his whisker accidentally and he squeaked! He was so mad he would squeak and make cough sounds whenever she tried to pat him to say sorry, be he was reluctant to accept the apology. I think it took her around 1 and 1/2 years before he allowed her to give him treats, the brat!! He finally let her hold him after 2 years but she has never been allowed to touch his face. He makes coughing and hissing noises to let her know when she’s too close. He’s 8 years old now he will be 9 next February. T


Thank you again for giving me the opportunity to describe my best friends and one of the best Mothers Days presents I have ever had the pleasure to be friends with :)
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The following is a preview of Murder at the Wizard-Hero Con by Sandi Scott, part of the Pet Portraits Cozy Mystery series.
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“Alizarin crimson, Stan. I need a tube of alizarin crimson,” Georgie said as she led her ex-husband into the art supply store.


“What are you painting this time?” Stan asked as he looked around, looking askance at the specialty pencils, pens, markers, paintbrushes, and canvases as if they gave off a strange smell or maybe had cooties.


“This is a specialty job,” said Georgie, her words gushing out. She clapped her hands together. “My client has a pet boa constrictor.”


“What?” Stan barked. “You’re kidding me.”


Georgie shook her head, making the hat she was wearing come to life. It was an orange beret with several silk butterflies all over the top dangling on tiny spirals that made them bounce and flutter when she moved.


“I don’t even know if that’s legal.”


“Stan, it’s a really beautiful animal. I never realized how detailed its skin is,” she said, batting her long eyelashes.


“That’s because no one in their right mind wants to get near one of those things. Georgie, don’t you have a nice poodle or hamster to paint?”


“My business card says A Portrait of Any Pet. Besides, this client has given me a chance to really get my name out there.” Georgie walked over to a huge wall of paints in tubes with brand names like Hue, Kato-Teller, Liquid-ease, or Sunset Graphix.


“Here. Alizarin crimson,” Stan said, grabbing a tube from the wall and handing it to Georgie. “How is he going to get your name out there? I don’t know if I like the sound of that. Especially looking as cute as you do today.”


Georgie rolled her eyes and shook her head. “That is Phenix brand. I don’t like this brand.”


“What’s the difference?”


“It’s gritty. It doesn’t flow from the brush like Portal brands do,” Georgie said, standing on her tiptoes to reach a tube of alizarin crimson in her favorite brand. “Hercules is the hero of my client’s comic book series.”


“Hercules?”


“The boa constrictor.” Georgie looked at Stan. “Do you listen to me when I speak?”


“I try, but when you are looking so good, I can’t help but get distracted. Why don’t we get this paint and go see if we can’t create something beautiful together?” Stan always flirted with his ex-wife. Nothing would have made him happier than for her to take him up on one of his offers to get back together. But Georgie had other plans.


“Stan, you only say that because I keep telling you no.” She pushed her way past him, intentionally elbowing him in the gut. It was still as tight and hard as it had been when they got married, and Georgie hated him for being so good looking. It was like he got better looking with every year that passed.


“That’s not true.”


“If you really felt that way, you wouldn’t have left me and our three beautiful children in search of gold in ‘them thar hills’ all those years ago,” Georgie replied. It was her usual comeback when Stan talked about getting back together.


“Am I ever going to be forgiven for all that?”


“Yes. But not today,” Georgie replied, quick as a whip.


On her way to the counter, she grabbed a couple of charcoal pencils and a pocket-sized spiral sketchbook that was in the SALE bin.


“So, what does this client have in mind that will bring you fame and fortune?” Stan asked, standing dangerously close to Georgie. She inhaled his cologne and looked up at him smiling. He smelled good, the dirty scoundrel.


“Hercules is the main character of his comic book series. Beau, that’s my client, has . . .”


“You client’s name is Beau?”


“Yes, Stan. What is your problem?”


“Nothing.” He shrugged, raising his eyebrows in disinterest. “I just don’t see a guy named Beau as being all that . . . manly. That’s all.”


“First of all, what does manly have to do with anything? And second, are you jealous, Stanley Toon?” Georgie shook her head.  She hadn’t missed that slight pause in Stan’s comment about Beau’s name.


“I can’t help it. You are a beautiful older woman. What young man wouldn’t want to learn the ways of love with someone like you?” Stan shoved his hands in the front of his jeans and rocked back and forth on his cowboy boots. They were old, dusty, worn things that he had been wearing for years. Just one more thing that always made Georgie mad at him. If only he’d aged like those boots and became discolored, soft, and worn around the edges.


“Would you keep your voice down?” She hushed him as they approached the counter. “Beau has a booth at the upcoming Wizard-Hero-Con coming up next week. My painting of Hercules is going to be the backdrop to his display. Plus, he’s making postcards and posters and keychains to promote the next installment in the series. So, people are getting a little blurb about me as the artist with every bit of swag.” She bounced up and down on her toes.


“Well . . . that is pretty cool,” Stan reluctantly agreed. “So, are you just going to sit back and wait for the phone to ring with hundreds of requests for pet portraits?”


“Sit at home? Are you kidding?” Georgie smiled at the young man behind the counter who had tattoos up and down his arms and a black ring stretching out his left earlobe. He smiled back. “I’m going to the convention.”


“Alone?”


“Well, my client did get me two badges, so I was wondering, do you think Aleta would like to come with me?”


“I should have known,” Stan huffed indignantly.


Georgie paid for her supplies, took her bag, and then linked her arm through Stan’s as they exited the store.


“It’s from Friday to Sunday, Stan. You can’t take that kind of time off work. Crime never sleeps.” She smoothed his salt-and-pepper hair back from his temple.


“Where is it?”


“It’s at Holland-Price Place. You know, where they have the car shows and the electronics shows and gem shows,” Georgie said.


“Maybe I’ll find a reason to stop by. I’d like to see your artistic interpretation of the boa constrictor named Hercules. I’d also like to get a look at this Beau fellow. Some of the guys on my most wanted list have weird habits and characteristics. I’ll see if any are known to have an interest in exotic animals or comic books.”


“Stan, you worry too much.” She squeezed his arm.


They walked to his old truck, and Georgie climbed in the passenger seat, letting Stan close the door for her. The pickup was as old as Pablo, Georgie’s vintage Volkswagen Beetle.  Like the VW, it still ran well, starting without complaint even in the depths of winter.  


“What a beautiful day,” she said once Stan was behind the wheel.


“Yeah. Perfect day for a little afternoon delight.” He turned and winked at her. For the briefest second, a millisecond at best, Georgie considered it. But instead, she rolled her eyes and shook her head.


She cranked down the window manually and let the warm air of the city come inside the cab. There was something Georgie always liked about the smell of the air while travelling down Lake Shore Drive. There was the water on one side and the expensive high-rise part of the city on the other.


If she sold her bungalow that was off on the edge of the city limits, she’d have enough money to purchase a small one-bedroom condo at just a walking distance from the water.


“What would you think if I moved to one of these high-rises, Stan?”


“I would say don’t do it.”


“Why not?”


“You’ve got a yard, your art studio is half the house, the kids grew up there, and most importantly, Bodhi has room to romp.” Bodhi was Georgie’s attack pug that took notice of every trembling leaf or trespassing bird that dared disturb the tranquility of his yard. He had a fierce bark, and he was not afraid to use it. A lot. At anything.


“Plus, what would Aleta do without you?”


“I suppose you’re right,” Georgie sighed, the idea of moving quickly leaving her mind. “Sometimes I just wonder how it would be to live somewhere else.”


“If those people knew how you lived, Georgie, they’d be green with envy,” Stan said as he merged to the left. “You’ve got everything at your fingertips without the crime, grime, or crowding. Stay put. Besides, if you moved to a place like that and the sink got clogged, you’d have to let a strange maintenance man into the house, knowing he spends most of his time scurrying around the basement. Why have that when you’ve got me, the most handsome fix-it guy in the Midwest?”


“Oh, Stan, you know it melts my heart to hear you talk about home repairs,” Georgie chuckled. He patted her knee, and they drove the rest of the way home in silence.


“Would you like to come in for a coffee? I think I have some coffee and dark chocolate biscotti,” she said after she got out of the truck and slammed the door shut.


“I’d love to, but I’ve got to get to the station. There is a mountain of paperwork I’ve been putting off that I better attempt to tackle.” He leaned toward the open passenger window and winked.


Georgie waved, and before she even turned around felt a familiar set of eyes on her. When she turned to look, Aleta was just coming from around the back of her house with Bodhi trotting happily alongside her. As soon as he saw his mistress, he took off running, his donut tail wagging as he snorted his greeting.
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“So, what were you and Stan doing out so early?” Aleta asked as she followed Georgie into her house, carrying two steaming mugs of coffee.


“I needed art supplies,” Georgie said waving the bag in her hand.


“Were you going to a place that didn’t have bus or train access? Where VW Bugs are prohibited?” Aleta took a seat at Georgie’s kitchen table and carefully set the coffee cups down.


“Of course not.” Georgie clicked her tongue. “Stan called last night, and I just happened to mention I needed to get this paint right away, and he offered to drive.” Georgie set down the plate of biscotti and looked at her twin sister critically.


“That was nice of him,” Aleta said, biting into the hard cookie.


“I get the feeling you have more to say.”


“No, Georgie.” Aleta patted her sister’s hand. “I’m teasing you. But in all seriousness, do you think you should be relying on Stan if you aren’t going to get back together with him? Maybe you are missing out on finding a real partner in your life because Stan is still so close to home base.”


Georgie took a deep breath and dunked her biscotti thoughtfully into her coffee.


“Next to you, Aleta, Stan is my best friend.” She took a bite and talked with her mouth full. “I don’t want to get back together, but I don’t want to stop seeing him every couple of days, either. It’s weird, I know.”


“I’m just keeping an eye on you, Georgie. I worry about you.”


“I worry about you, too. You haven’t been on a date since that nice fellow from nature preserve. What was his name?”


“Luke.”


“Yeah, Luke the ranger. Where’s he been hiding?” Georgie sipped her coffee. “He was very sweet.”


“He was. He is.” Aleta cleared her throat. “But he wanted to move a little faster than I had in mind.”


“What?” Georgie coughed. “You didn’t tell me that.”


Aleta shrugged. “I just wasn’t ready for the next step.”


“Holding hands? That is a big one,” Georgie teased. “I didn’t realize he was being so forward.”


“Not everyone is a walking, talking billboard of cleavage, okay? Some of us are a little more reserved, and when a man starts talking about that stuff, it’s too much.”


“He started talking about your cleavage?” Georgie was trying not to laugh.


“No.”


“Oh, no!” Georgie gasped in mock horror. “He was talking about my cleavage. You were right to cut him loose.”


“No, Georgie. He was just getting too serious.” Aleta shook her head. “I am not ready. Like you, I like my independence. He was talking about exchanging keys, and we’d only just gone out a dozen or so times. I don’t want someone I don’t know well coming and going from my house as they please. We weren’t raised that way.”


“No. We weren’t.” Georgie patted her sister’s hand before resuming dunking her biscotti. “Well, are you still talking to him?”


“Yes, now and again,” she said with a smile. “But it’s kind of run its course. At least that’s how I feel.”


“No worries, Aleta. You are in for an adventure.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Just don’t make any plans for next weekend,” Georgie said before taking a sip of her coffee. “Keep it open.”


“Not even a hint?”


“I’ll tell you this—it’ll be unlike anything you’ve ever seen.”


“Georgie, with you that could mean anything.”


#
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LATER THAT MORNING, Georgie took her new tube of paint into her studio that did consume the entire back half of her house. Hercules’ painting was on an extra-large piece of linen canvas that was stretched against the wall and pinned in place with thick nails. Beau had asked for it to be done this way for the conference, giving the piece a very organic feel that Georgie was pleased with.


Slipping a paint-spattered duster on over her outfit, she studied the painting for a few minutes. Hercules was painted with such detail and care that he appeared to stick out from the page. Had she done him in oil, as she had initially suggested, he would have looked like he could slither off the page and wrap himself around anyone standing too close. But she had to use acrylic paint due to time constraints. Oil takes days to dry. Acrylic, although not as easy to work with as oil, blended well and dried quickly.


She squeezed a tiny blob of the alizarin crimson onto her pallet, grabbed a thin-bristled brush, dabbed the hairs in some water, and began to mix it with the paint.


As she added the details around Hercules’ eyes and mouth and along his back, she lost herself in random thoughts about nothing in particular. That was what usually happened when she painted. A few strokes of the brush led her to add other details that made the picture pop from the canvas even more.


Finally, after what only felt like twenty minutes, Georgie looked down at her watch to see that almost three hours had gone by. Her hands were covered with various shades of paint smudges where she’d blended or dabbed something with her fingers. She knew she’d scratched her face, so the chances of there being streaks of color across her cheeks and chin were pretty good as well.


Just when she’d finished washing her brushes, her phone rang.


“This is Georgie,” she said cheerfully, holding the phone up to her ear with just her thumb and forefinger.


“Georgie. It’s Beau.”


“Hi, Beau. I was just putting the finishing touches on Hercules.”


“That sounds great. Will you be able to deliver it today?”


“I will. Just give me some time to clean up, and I’ll be at your apartment in about two hours. Make sure that you have a place to hang this masterpiece. You’ll need about an eight-by-ten-foot space. Do you have that?”


“I sure do. Can’t wait, Georgie.”


Beau Hanbaugh lived in an up-and-coming neighborhood with his wife and Hercules. There were quaint shops and a coffeehouse as well as restaurants interspersed with boarded-up buildings and houses that were in the process of being rehabbed. Small trees lined the streets. Signs boasting new developments and businesses stood on open lots. Someday, this would be a booming, expensive area to live in. Georgie was sure of it.


After washing up, Georgie rolled up the dried canvas and stuffed it into a large cardboard tube. She grabbed her car keys and a big red purse as Bodhi circled around her feet.


“You stay home, Bodhi. I’ll come back as quickly as I can.”


When she pulled up in front of Beau’s house, she felt the same jitters she always did when revealing her work to her client. There was always a chance they might not like her work. It was rare, practically unheard of. But still, as every artist feels unworthy or like a fraud at one time or another, Georgie doubted her abilities each time she displayed a new canvas.


“Hey, Georgie! Come on in!” Beau called as she was just about to knock on the screen door. As soon as Georgie stepped inside the house, Beau appeared, wearing shorts and a T-shirt with his boa, Hercules, draped around his shoulders.


“Oh, my. He looks comfortable.” Georgie hung back, unconsciously holding the cardboard tube protectively up in front of her.


“He’s digesting,” Beau said with a smile. “You can stroke him. He loves a little affection once his tummy is full.”


Georgie had inspected Hercules two times while he was in his cage sleeping beneath the warm rays of a heat lamp.  Seen this close, his scales glistened, and she could clearly see that what she’d told Stan earlier was true.  The snake wasn’t just a taupe color, flecked with black; but really a beautiful tapestry where brown, orange, green and even gold flecks could be seen on closer examination.


But she couldn’t deny he looked bigger and more intimidating now that he was out and within arm’s reach. Still, never being one to turn down a new opportunity, Georgie stretched out her hand. She ran her hand along the reptile’s body. It was cool and soft like a raw sausage.


“I am just amazed by him,” Georgie said. “He really is beautiful. But I have to admit, Beau, I just couldn’t handle a pet like this. I’m a pug person.”


“They aren’t for everyone,” he chuckled. “I’ll put him away in his tank. Excuse me for one second.”


Beau was a strong fellow who looked like the comic book characters he drew. He worked out and did personal training for extra cash, according to his social media pages. There were photos of him lifting heavy weights, posing with flexed muscles, and of course with Hercules wound around his broad shoulders.


He came back into the front room clapping his hands and rubbing them together.


“I can hardly wait to see it, Georgie.”


“Well, I hope you like it.” Georgie’s insides were probably as jittery as Beau’s. She handed him the top corners of the canvas and working carefully, slowly unrolled the painting.


Beau stood still and stared at the image. Georgie watched as his eyes scanned the huge painting once it had been completely unfurled.


“What do you think?”


Georgie was shocked to see the big, burly man had tears in his eyes.


“It’s so beautiful,” Beau gasped. “I gotta call my wife.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and quickly dialed. He stuttered into the phone for his wife to hurry and get home. He had something she had to see.


After hanging up, he looked at Georgie, laughing with tears trickling down his cheeks.


“I’m going to hang it up for my wife to see,” he said, his words gushing out. “Will you help me hang it up on the wall over there?” He pointed to a big blank wall that was the perfect size for the painting. Once it was hung, Georgie felt proud of her accomplishment.


It had been explained to Georgie that in Beau’s comic the hero was a half-man, half-boa called Serpentius. His condition was due to a scientific experiment gone wrong. Serpentius had ended up with the head of a snake and a human body full of scaly muscles. He was not only able to speak, but he could communicate with other cold-blooded creatures, so Georgie had included lots of other reptiles in the painting as well.


“Serpentius looks just like Hercules. I mean, no one could say it was just a generic boa. You’ve captured his diamond pattern perfectly, along with its tiny tint of orange.  Oh, Georgie. This is what Herc would look like if he were part human. It really is.” Beau wiped his eyes.


Georgie blushed. “I’m glad you’re happy.”


“Happy? I’m ecstatic! This is going to be the hottest image at the whole Wizard-Hero-Con. I can’t thank you enough, Georgie. I really can’t.” He beamed.


She left before Beau’s wife arrived, but promised she’d meet her at the Wizard-Hero-Con. As she left the house, Georgie felt great that here was yet another satisfied customer.


In her purse was not just her payment for the portrait, but also two passes to the biggest comic book convention in the Midwest. She couldn’t help but feel proud of herself and excited about attending the event.  Georgie hurried home, busily planning her costumes for each day of the conference.


To keep reading Murder at the Wizard-Hero Con, get it online.
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PREVIEW: Cream Puff Murder





[image: image]







The following is a preview of Cream Puff Murder by Sandi Scott, part of the Seagrass Sweets Cozy Mystery series.
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“Go forth, weedelectable ones, and bring joy unto the influential women of the world.”


Ashley Adams beamed as she placed the final strawberry garnish on her crème brûlée fleet. Stepping back to admire her work of culinary art, she was momentarily distracted by the waiters, silently carrying platters of her chocolate éclairs, coconut macaroons and other sweets out into the banquet hall.


While she gazed at her masterpiece, her thoughts turned to her recent bout of luck in securing the catering contract for Seagrass’s annual Women of Influence awards banquet. Even though she had her old friend Ryan to thank for the introduction, she knew that it was her and Patty’s collective expertise in French cuisine that had cinched the deal. Growing up in Seagrass, she never dreamed of even entering the elegant Gulf Coast Women’s Club, let alone catering a major event there.


As her thoughts wandered over how her new life back in Seagrass had been coming together more easily than anticipated, she noticed her show-stopping croquembouche, a cone tower of heavenly cream puffs adorned with divine, edible flowers and perfectly spun caramel, carried precariously by the waiter, making Ashley wince in barely-restrained horror. Crossing her fingers, she hoped he had better balance than she did as she did her best not to follow and fuss at him, while Patty stood at the other kitchen door window, shaking her head disapprovingly.


“Who knew we’d find more gourmands at the Women of Influence banquet than that high school football awards ceremony?” Patty checked the state of her tight bun in a mirror, even though her pale blonde locks wouldn’t dare allow a strand to spring out of place.  “Why spend all this time making the best crab cakes and beef wellington they could ever taste if it goes straight from fork to gullet?”


Ashley smiled at Patty’s disgruntled face. A Francophile in her mid-fifties, Patty had brought more than her world-renowned talent as chef when she left Paris to come to Seagrass; her French manners hung on her like an expensive fur coat.


“They’re career women, Patty, like you,” said Ashley. “Probably just starving from all that hard work.”


Patty’s scowl broke out into a small smile. Just like Ashley’s decadent chocolate truffles, she was all soft, sweet, and gooey inside, once you got past her hard, outer shell.


“Hard work?” Patty scoffed. “They’ve been sipping cocktails on beach chairs all day. Well, after all that lounging and gourmanding, maybe the exhaustion will slow them down for dessert. Your pastries are too delicious not to relish.”


Ashley tried to suppress the rush of pleasure she felt at Patty’s compliment. She knew if she blushed, Patty would only scold her and warn her not to let it go to her head.


Though they were far from the French kitchen of L'Oiseau Bleu where they met, they were both very proud and enthusiastic about offering fine dining to the community of Seagrass, Texas. Patty, owner of the French cuisine catering company The Southern Bird, and Ashley, with her French dessert catering company Seagrass Sweets, were the perfect partners and did most of their jobs together.


“Glad you left your quaint flat in the 13th arrondissement to return home?” Patty asked with a comical fluttering of her lashes. They both knew that by “quaint flat” Patty meant small, expensive dump of an apartment.


“Of course.I’m finally building my dream in a place I love instead of trying to love a place I never quite fit. How about you? Was taking a risk on an intern pâtissière and opening a catering business worth leaving Paris behind?”


Patty shrugged playfully and smiled. “We’ll see.”


“Oh, come on. French cuisine catering here in Seagrass—where BBQ reigns supreme.You’ve already received rave reviews in the local fine dining magazines. You’re my hero.”


“Really? How about you? Your own French dessert catering business—so soon. Look at us now —we’re hot in the culinary community. Two women in charge of their own companies.”


Ashley giggled, dizzy with the whole scenario. “You’re giving me chills, Patty.”


They both laughed as they continued with last minute preparations and details.


The sound of a woman’s voice could be heard through the swinging doors. Up on the stage, the president of the Gulf Coast Housing Association, Hope McCay, was speaking at the podium. A childhood friend of Ashley’s, she was still a self-described “redhead unafraid to wear red lipstick.” She was talking about the preservation of the Gulf Coast and Seagrass, interspersed with applause and occasional cheers of encouragement from the audience.


“Seagrass has managed to support tourism without losing the charm and serenity of a small Gulf Coast fishing town. That’s no easy feat, especially since we do so while preserving our wonderful environment and natural resources.” More applause came from the audience.


Ashley grinned and nodded as she taste-tested her ginger-laced glacé cherries. “Amen, sister.”


“While the larger port cities cater to spring-breakers and industrial interests, weekend warriors flock to Seagrass’s historic, beachside inns and quaint villas on the Colorado River. We have to ensure that any business entities seeking a foothold in our beautiful city do not destroy the area’s delicate ecosystems.”


A male voice called out, “Bravo!” Many bouts of laughter and copycats repeating his exclamation rang out in the banquet hall.


Patty responded with an excited burst of clapping. “Might I add, with that surge of upscale clientele here in Seagrass—in a culinary scene dominated by fast food franchises—we are very lucky to have tapped into the market of fine dining and catering, the delicate ecosystems notwithstanding?”


She squinted through the window. “Oh, they’ve got the dessert table arrangement all wrong, even after I drew them a labeled diagram. These mess-hall waiters will be the death of me!”


Parisian waiters would generally undergo years of training in fine dining service, so all waiters were especially subject to Patty’s scrutiny. A twinkle cracked the icy surface of her blue eyes. “Why don’t you go and make it right, before the speech is over?”


Ashley peered nervously into the dimly lit dining room. A man was standing in the hallway near the dessert table, rather than sitting around the dining tables like everyone else. Ashley recognized the outline of his messy, brown curls. She turned to busy herself with cleaning up. “Maybe you should go and make sure it’s done right.”


Patty grabbed her arm with the speed and ruthlessness of a snake sinking fangs into its prey. “Oh, no, you don’t. I caught you sneaking peeks at him during cocktail hour. Now you have to go, and then tell me all about him. That’s how it works.”


She pointed at Ashley with the authority that only French-trained head chefs could master, almost poking out the eye of a straggling waiter.


“Patty, I’ve already told you about Ryan.”


“Not the important stuff. All I know is that you worked a dead-end IT job together before you came to Paris. Those are the facts—I want the feels.”


Ashley smiled as she remembered.


“You know, we had a lot of fun in that basement office. We called ourselves the ‘Below-Grounders against the Above-Grounders.’ Most of the people we helped couldn’t figure out the most basic of tasks, like the relationship between their computer’s power cord and the need to actually plug it into the outlet, and Ryan and I kept each other sane. But he had a girlfriend and I was with Serge at the time, so there were no feels, Patty.”


“Sounds so romantic.” Patty scoffed, stirring her au jus.


“Romance is relative, snooty-pants.” Ashley retorted as she made her way to the door.


Patty laughed. “Anyway, what’s he doing here? Unless he just can’t stand to be away from you.”


“The news station sponsoring the banquet is one of his clients. He has his own web design and IT business now, so it has nothing to do with me, if you must know.” She tried brushing off the layer of flour that clung to her chef jacket. “He was a good friend, and when I left for Paris, it was—abrupt. I never got to say a proper goodbye.”


Patty raised an eyebrow. “You two seem to have put that past you, seeing as he basically got both of us this ‘magnifique’ banquet tonight.”


Ashley chuckled. “Forgive and forget, I suppose.” She didn’t need to see Patty’s face to know what look she was giving her. “Okay.You’re right. I suppose I shouldn’t leave without thanking him for getting us this gig.”


“Wait.” Patty held up her finger as she looked critically at Ashley’s uniform.


“Are you kidding me?” Ashley held out her arms for examination, knowing that resistance was futile. “This is a quarantined uniform. You’ve already inspected it.”


“Dog hair is the most cunning and persistent contagion of all, hiding until it’s safe to disperse and multiply.” Patty’s nostrils flared as she leaned closer.


Ashley sighed, thinking it might have been easier to keep her dog Dizzy plastic-wrapped at all times.


“I get that this is a most upscale—Hey! Whoa! Are you sniffing me? Have you no shame?”


“I’m a chef. I can sniff out a single dog hair better than a dog can—and that single hair can ruin a whole dish—but never mind, you’re clear.” She smoothed Ashley’s uniform with her hands,then tapped her on the shoulders, signaling the all-clear.


Laughing, Ashley pushed the door open and made her way to the tables to rearrange her desserts.


“Ma’am, are you lost?” a voice whispered from the hallway. Even though she couldn’t see him, she heard Ryan’s smile in his voice.


While some people possessed “resting grumpy faces,” Ashley had the curse of the “resting lost face.” Even after she had been working at her old job for years, the Above-Grounders had continued to ask if she needed help finding the cafeteria.


“Hmm, well, I think I can find my way back to the kitchen, but luckily, there’s this weirdo lurking in the darkness to help me if I can’t find my way,” Ashley whispered back as she joined him, leaning casually against the mahogany-paneled wood.


Ryan sniggered. “I ducked out to the bathroom when they served the entrees. I made the mistake of telling my table I worked in IT, and then they all wanted my help uploading pictures of their food.” 


Ashley laughed. “Must have been out-of-towners. I haven’t even had one local put me on tech-support speed dial after telling them I used to work with computers. I think most of them are too stubborn to ask for help.”


He leaned into the light enough for Ashley to reacquaint herself with his blue eyes.


“Yeah, they were Houstoners. Three CEOs, a neurosurgeon and a law firm partner at my table, and yet picking a photo filter is apparently too high-stakes of a call to make themselves.” He motioned toward a far table. “There is one local here who’s guilty of calling me for free tech-support. My college buddy—he owns a construction company here—Eddie Vay. I think you know him, actually.”


“Oh, yeah,” Ashley replied, faking a smile rather than saying more.


She’d never cared for Eddie, who had cut off one of her pigtails when she was in second grade. As an adult, he’d run most of the area’s smaller construction companies, like her father’s, out of business, undercutting them on price in ways that no one could understand. Ashley hadn’t talked to Eddie in years; now that she was back in Seagrass, she was in no hurry to do so.


She heard the back door down the hall close softly. A petite woman peeked around the corner.


“Is she almost done?”


It was Colleen Abramson, the secretary of Bobby McCay who was not only the father of Hope, the speaker, but also one of the largest real estate holders in the county. Known for her cheery disposition and tight spiral curls, Colleen was now almost unrecognizable with a messy ponytail and agitation crowding her face.


They all stared at the podium where Hope, with her knack for public speaking, was gracefully enunciating every syllable without losing her smile.


“But as we move forward, Seagrass can stand with pride, embracing the future without losing the past. That’s why I will make sure that any developers who do business here in Seagrass adhere to the same values that we, the people of Seagrass, have and hold dear. I have a four-part plan I’d like to share with you.”


Ashley finally answered Colleen’s question. “Sounds like she still has most of the speech left. Is everything okay?”


“Oh.” Startled, Colleen shook her head as if she’d forgotten where they were. “No, yeah, it’s fine.” She turned to leave but then stopped, seeming to be deep in thought. Turning back, she smiled apologetically at Ashley.


“Say, would it be too much to ask for the desserts to be served straight after Hope’s done up there? I only ask as Bobby is getting a little tired. Even though he loves his little girl and he wanted to stay for her speech, I can tell that he’s ready to turn in. Is that okay?”


“Sure. We’re all ready to rock and roll, honey.”


Colleen smiled. “Thanks.” Then she dashed off in a hurry to wait by the bathroom door, reading and typing on her phone with agitation.


“Looks like someone needs a cream puff.” Ryan quipped.


Ashley grabbed the sleeve of a passing waiter.


“Let’s get the desserts delivered to the McKay table first—straight after the speech, okay? Then you can go on with the rest.”


He nodded and darted off to the kitchen without a word.


Ashley shifted her feet, causing her “no-slip” kitchen shoes to grip the wooden floor in a way that somehow tangled her legs, making her fall all over herself. Ryan chuckled and helped her up. For an ITguy, his hands were surprisingly rough with calluses on his palms from weightlifting.


“Still tripping over nothing, I see,” Ryan teased.


Feeling the blush start, she acted like there was something she had to do in the kitchen and headed straight to the bathroom. A lifetime of tripping over herself in public had taught her that the privacy of a stall was the best place to recover from the embarrassment.


Way to be smooth, Ash, she thought as she checked herself in the mirror first, glad that her crimson cheeks were the worst of it. Despite spending the last few hours rushing around a hot kitchen, she’d managed to look somewhat presentable for her venture out into the “guest” side of the banquet. She’d pulled her chocolate-brown bob into a ponytail for work, and by the end of the night it was always exactly where she’d left it. She used to hate having hair too stubbornly straight to hold a curl, but its willfulness came in handy in her line of work.


She had only been in the stall a minute before the bathroom door was wrenched open, and she heard hushed, panicked voices. Once the door closed, the yelling started.


“You have to delete it! Forget you ever saw it. That email has nothing to do with you and me!” a man’s voice said.


“I beg to differ,” a female voice replied between sniffles. Through the crack, Ashley recognized the woman as Colleen, but she couldn’t see the man.


“It has a lot to do with us and our future here in Seagrass. Plus, he’s my boss—when it gets out, people will be shocked. What if they think I...”


Ashley sat, frozen to the seat. She wondered how long her legs, which she had lifted to keep her feet above the gap between the floor and the stall door, could stand it.


“Well, you don’t have to be the one to tell.”


“I’m not asking, Colleen; I’m warning you. This email is none of your business, and you’d best leave it alone.”


Ashley heard his fast footsteps and then the heavy bathroom door closing. She peeked back through the crack to see Colleen folded over the counter, crying angrily into her hands. Ashley was torn between comforting her and not wanting her to feel embarrassed that she’d been overheard, but her legs were shaking and she couldn’t hold them up much longer. Just as she resolved to come out of the stall, Colleen washed her face quickly and left the bathroom.


Someone really does need a cream puff, Ashley thought. She looked in the bathroom mirror while shaking the lactic acid out of her leg muscles. Who was Colleen talking to and what on earth could be in that email? Ashley knew Colleen’s boss was Bobby McCay, but she couldn’t even begin to guess what kind of secret he had that could be so shocking,nor could Ashley figure out who the man trying to protect Bobby was. It was a mystery, but Ashley saw no reason to poke her nose where it didn’t belong. When she made her way out of the bathroom and down the hallway nearly colliding with Colleen, who was still staring at her phone and pacing, Ashley bit her tongue, smiled and pretended that she hadn’t heard a thing.


“Oh, I’m sorry! I’m so busy, I don’t know if I’m coming or going.” Colleen didn’t seem to suspect Ashley had overheard the argument. “I talked with the waiters,” she continued. “They’re ready to serve the desserts right after Hope is done.”


“That’s great,” Colleen said with a weak smile. “Thank you.”


Ashley smiled back. “Well, I hope everyone liked our food.”


Colleen nodded but kept glancing at her phone. “Of course they did. You’re a great chef.”


“Are you okay?” Ashley dared to ask.


“Sure. Why?”


“Oh, nothing. You just seem upset or something.”


The women locked eyes with each other for a moment before Colleen revealed a more convincing grin.


“Don’t worry about me, sweetie. It’s just been a long day, and Bobby can be very demanding. Actually—speaking of Bobby—I must go.”


Ashley watched Colleen take off, only to stop and linger by the banquet hall door. Moments later, the lights brightened, signaling the end of the speech. Heads immediately turned to the dessert table, like sharks smelling blood. A crowd formed around the croquembouche, some taking pictures of Ashley’s masterpiece.


She didn’t mind the food photography phenomenon. Patty always said that cuisine’s fleeting nature was what made it such a beautiful art; after painstakingly placing carnation petals and clover blossoms between the spun caramel, Ashley liked knowing that her work would be immortalized before disappearing down those rich gullets forever.
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The next day, Ashley pulled in to the back entrance of the Gulf Coast Women’s Club, mentally replaying the highlights of their biggest cateringjob yet. Her only regret was that she had not seen Ryan again after she tripped over herself and hid in the bathroom; she found herself wishing she could have told him about some of the hilarious kitchen bloopers of the night. The dessert spread had been such a hit that she’d been too distracted with all the compliments to clean up properly, accidentally leaving behind a few baking trays.


She made her way into the kitchen and grabbed the trays. The kitchen door swung open, startling her. All the pans fell out of her grasp and clattered on the floor.


“Ashley? What’re you doing here?”


It was Sheriff Mueller, staring at her with a look of apprehension. Seagrass had always been such a peaceful town, so the odd time something did happen, it could be seen on Old Man Mueller’s face. Also, the fact that he wasn’t at the diner drinking coffee and brushing breakfast crumbs from his grey stubble, like every other morning, meant that something really bad had happened.


“I’m getting my pans. What’s wrong?”


His eyebrows scrunched together, wrinkling his forehead even more.


“You were here for the event last night, and you cooked the food?”


She nodded. “The desserts.”


“Why don’t you come out here with me?”


His tone was serious, but Ashley had always found a southern drawl comforting. She felt that if you had to get bad news, at least it sounded better blanketed with an accent.


A crowd of Seagrass’s small police force was gathered in front of the side hallway, which was blocked off with caution tape.


“We’re waitin’ for the state police to get here for forensics,” Mueller offered, taking a notebook from his pocket. “Would you mind answering a few questions?”


“Uh, what’s this about?” She crossed her arms, wishing that she hadn’t thrown on sweatpants and a Texans jersey.


He sighed, putting a hand on her shoulder.


“Colleen Abramson fell ill at the dinner last night. Someone found her in the bathroom this morning—deceased.”


Her mind raced with questions. “Colleen? Dead? I just saw her. Talked with her. I stood right in front of her. How could she suddenly be dead?”


“We don’t know much yet. Bobby says she grew ill near the end of the night and left to go to the bathroom. There was a miscommunication, and everyone at her table assumed that someone else had seen her home.”


“They just left her there?” Ashley’s hand rose to her forehead, “and no one found her till morning?”


“I know. Bobby feels terrible,” the sheriff said, “but by all accounts, it seems it was an honest mistake.”


She felt guilty about her harsh tone, knowing that Mr. McCay would be a million times harder on himself. Her eyes were welling with tears.


“I know this is hard, but there’s some things I need to ask you.” Mueller hesitated. “Please understand, I’ve gotta ask these questions. It’s my job.”


Ashley wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “Okay.”


“Now, by all accounts, Colleen was a healthy young lady, but who knows, it coulda been a heart attack or something.” He placed his hand on her shoulder again. “Still, I gotta ask. You made the dessert, right?”


“What?” Ashley was confused by the question. What did she have to do with any of this?


Mueller grimaced. “They said all Colleen had to eat was dessert. And then—well, she got sick. I need to know what ingredients were in the cream puffs, and you need to confirm that you used proper food safety protocol to make them.”


“What kind of question is that?” She could feel the heat rising up her chest into her neck. “Of course I did. I am trained by a world-renowned chef, you know. She’s the best in the business.”


She knew that it wasn’t Mueller’s fault, yet she couldn’t help raising her voice. It didn’t matter how good the food was; any murmurs of a sick guest could cripple a catering business, not to mention a baker’s reputation. She took a deep breath.


“What I mean—what I mean is that my food safety standards are among the highest you’ll find.”


“Even so,” said Mueller, “I just need to get this information in order to rule it out.”


Ashley rattled off the recipe from memory. “Flour, eggs, butter, sugar—” You couldn’t get any more basic than the standard pastry and cream filling recipe. The decorative flowers came from an organic grower, free of all pesticides and herbicides, and double washed with her own hands. It couldn’t be her fault, could it?


“Did anyone else get sick? If it was only Colleen, it must have been something she’d had before.”


“Darlin’, I know, but we’ve got to rule out something contaminating the portion Colleen ate,” Mueller said.


“Poisoning. You’re talking about straight-up poisoning someone,” Ashley said. “I don’t make those kinds of mistakes, especially not with a partner like Patty, who’s always gone above and beyond food safety standards.”


Mueller put his hands up defensively. “I’m not sayin’ you did. All I know is that the Texas heat can be fierce, and it’s not always easy to keep things at a cool temperature. If it was pois—uh, food-related—I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation. I’ll call you if I find out anything else.” He started to leave the room, then stopped.


“Now, I’m not going to release any information until we know something for sure, but you know how the people in this small town talk, and I can’t help the fact that people saw Colleen eat your food and know that she got sick afterwards.” He looked at her sympathetically. “I’ll call you if we find out anything else.”


If they found out anything else. Mueller was nice enough, but Ashley’d seen enough sealed police records back when she dabbled in hacking as a teen to know that they didn’t have the resources to handle anything more complicated than the odd speeding ticket or disorderly tourist. At least the state police were coming, but they had a habit of not taking small-town matters too seriously.


She went through the kitchen to the staff bathroom, once again seeking its soothing powers. How was she going to explain all this to Patty, after she’d risked so much to relocate and take a chance on Ashley?


Staring at her blotchy face in the mirror sparked her memory of the previous night and the argument. Once she’d arrived home from the benefit and collapsed on her bed, the question of the identity of the man arguing with Colleen had nagged at her. It didn’t seem important enough to give a lot of thought then but now? It could be a matter of life or death.


She continued to ponder as she went into the stall for a minute, then, saw a glint of something in the toilet, like someone had failed to flush it down—a smart-phone. Recognizing the Texas flag symbol on the case, she realized that she’d seen this phone before. It was the same one Colleen had been fidgeting with last night, except now the case and screen were smashed to smithereens.


If Colleen had died in the guests’ bathroom, what was her phone doing in the staff bathroom? And why had it also died such a violent death?


Ashley retrieved meat tongs and a baking pan from the kitchen so she could pull the phone out and lay it on the pan, making a mental note to retire them from cooking duty. She wondered if she should tell Mueller about it and the argument, even though she couldn’t figure out who was yelling at Colleen.


Would trace evidence be lost from the phone after it was submerged? Would the police even bother with that, being the underequipped department that they were? More likely, they’d be satisfied with the conclusion that the dessert made Colleen sick, leaving Ashley looking guilty by association.


This phone, this beautiful broken phone, gave her hope that maybe there was a way out of this mess.


Handing it over without first saving the data herself, though, made her nervous. There had been a famously fumbled case a few years earlier- when the state crime lab accidentally lost data by overwriting it with their own files. At the very least, she could make a copy, as she couldn’t imagine the state police would do a better job recovering the phone data than she could. She hid the phone between two pans, thinking that no matter how hard she tried, she could never escape the seduction of some exciting detective work after all.


When she got back to the car she realized that she’d left Dizzy, her faithful, loving, addle-headed dog, in the back seat. When she’d saved her from the pound, they’d told her that she was a “Bitsa. Bitsa this and bitsa that.” She mostly looked like a Labrador crossed with a hound dog. Ashley had only intended to go inside briefly to get her trays, but Dizzy was still in her harness, sitting up, pricking her ears while licking her lips and staring at her intently.


“Oh, I’m sorry, Diz.”


She put the trays on the seat next to the dog and gave her a scratch behind the ears before getting in and taking off for Fresh Start Kitchens, a shared commercial kitchen where she, Patty and other food entrepreneurs in the community rented space to do their food prep. Ashley dreamed of having her own store one day where she could sell her sweets, but for now, her baby Seagrass Sweets only did catering. It was the best option for her financially; she didn’t have to take on a lot of risk with a store lease, but she could still bring in money and set aside some of her profit each month. Plus, she loved having space to share with Patty and others in the same business.


Her head was reeling from the news about Colleen and the possible poisoning. As she drove along the riverside on her way back to the kitchen, she felt two canine eyes tracking her thoughts.


Sure enough, when she looked into the rear-view mirror, she saw Dizzy in the back seat, staring at her like a mother waiting for her child to confess. Ashley was taken aback with this new expression on her usually playful mug. She was quite the calm sage, in contrast to Ashley, who was doing her best to keep her frayed nerves in check.


“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”


Dizzy held her gaze for a moment before being distracted by a large truck rolling by. Her eyes soon drifted back to her mistress, who was studying her through the mirror. Ashley started to talk aloud, trying to assuage her own guilt and stop Dizzy from shaming her with that withering stare.


“I couldn’t tell Old Man Mueller about her, Dizzy. I don’t know anything about what happened. I mean, I heard Colleen threatening to expose a secret about Bobby McCay, but I have no idea what it was.”


Dizzy had already disengaged and was now watching the people walking their dogs along the river. Ashley’s mind was buzzing.


“On the other hand, what if Colleen’s death was not an accident? What if it was,” she shuddered in her seat, “murder? That could be dangerous. Should I have told Mueller what I know? What do I know? Nothing, that’s what.”


Chewing her lip, she glanced back at Dizzy again. The dog was now snoozing, the straps of her harness preventing her from slipping all the way off the seat.


Last night, after the successful event, Ashley felt on top of the world. It made her decision to move back home and open Seagrass Sweets seem like the right one, and she was finally starting to believe she could do this, build a life and a business in her hometown. But now? Trying to escape food poisoning rumors? She could see that dream crumbling around her. She had to do something.


“I know I could get Ryan to help—especially with the phone—and that email is the start of a trail of breadcrumbs that will lead somewhere. Although, it could lead somewhere I don’t want to go. It could lead to a killer.”


She sighed as she turned into the parking lot of a large, non-descript warehouse whose bland exterior hid all the magic that happened inside at Fresh Start Kitchens. Dizzy was awake again and wagging her tail, waiting to be let out so she could sniff the perimeter of the property.


“Also,” Ashley cringed at the thought she’d been silencing the whole ride, “what if it was my dessert that killed her? Oh, my God!”


Exasperated, she took one more glance at Dizzy, who quickly alternated from looking at her and the door. Her one-track mind wanted out. Ashley got out of the car and unstrapped Dizzy, who bounded out to begin her patrol while Ashley dragged the trays from the seat and made her way to the back door. She put Dizzy in the coat room, where she quickly found her doggie bed. Dizzy was not allowed in the actual kitchen, but Ashley hated to leave her at home alone. The coatroom was a nice compromise; it let Ashley check in on Dizzy frequently but did not offend Patty’s high standards for cleanliness in the kitchen.


Patty came to greet Ashley at the door, holding it open with her left hand while her right hand wiped the flour from one rosy cheek.


“Oh, good, you found them.” Patty nodded towards the pans.


Ashley walked through, still in a daze as her thoughts swirled in many different directions at once. Patty followed her to the kitchen, then took the trays from her young, frazzled friend and placed them on the counter.


“Penny for your thoughts?”


Ashley turned to face her. The tears were already flowing as she began to tell Patty the news. Patty held her hands while she spoke. When Ashley had finished, Patty wrapped her arms around her for a big, long hug.


“Honey, I am so sorry. I know Colleen was someone you knew, and no matter what other chaos has surrounded us, that fact is at the core of it all and it hurts.” Ashley sobbed a few times into Patty’s shoulder, then raised her head and wiped her tears.


“Honestly, Patty, I didn’t know Colleen that well anymore. I’m sad for her family and friends, but I’m really most upset about what this could possibly mean for me, for you—for us.” She looked away. “Does that make me a terrible person?”


“Honey, it makes you human.” Patty held her at arm’s length and squeezed her shoulders. “We’ll be fine; we didn’t come all the way from La Ville-Lumière to let the first little hiccup stop us.” Then, being the pragmatist that she was, Patty began forming a plan. “What can we do first? We know it wasn’t our food that did the poisoning, so we must try to determine what did. How long will the toxicology tests take?”


Ashley had to laugh at that. “In this town? Who knows if they even do toxicology tests?” Patty’s hopeful eyes dulled a bit. “But I do have an idea of what we can do,” Ashley said. She pulled the phone out from between the trays. “Our first clue.”


“Ooh la la,” said Patty, grabbing at the silk scarf tied around her neck, “did you just say our?”


To keep reading Cream Puff Murder, get it online.
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RECIPES
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Luau Bread
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Ingredients


	cup water

	1 tablespoon dry milk

	1 tablespoon butter (cut up)

	cup bread flour

	teaspoon salt

	tablespoon brown sugar

	2 tablespoons shredded carrots

	cup flaked shredded coconut

	cup crushed pineapple

	cup chopped macadamia nuts

	2 teaspoons yeast

	teaspoon cinnamon if desired



Preparation


	Drain the pineapple well. Juice may be substituted for up to 2/3 of the water.

	May use regular milk for water and powdered milk. Put all ingredients into pan. Select LIGHT crust, sweet bread.
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Haupia
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Ingredients


	1 can (12oz.) coconut milk

	4 tablespoons Sugar (up to 6)

	4 tablespoons Cornstarch (up to 6)

	3/4 cup Water



Preparation


	Pour coconut milk into saucepan.

	Combine sugar and cornstarch; stir in water and blend well.

	Stir sugar mixture into coconut milk; cook and stir over low heat until thickened.

	Pour into 8-inch square pan and chill until firm

	Cut into 2-inch squares.
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Pineapple Coconut Cupcakes
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Ingredients


	1/2 cup flaked coconut

	1/2 cup butter

	1 cup crushed pineapple

	2 eggs

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	1/4 cup water

	3/4 teaspoon vanilla

	1 cup sugar

	2 cups flour

	1/2 teaspoon salt

	3 ounces cream cheese

	1 tablespoon milk

	1 pinch salt

	2 1/2 cups confectioners' sugar

	1/4 teaspoon vanilla



Preparation


	Combine coconut and water. Let stand while mixing the cake. Cream butter, sugar, salt, and vanilla. Add eggs one at a time and beat well. Add coconut; mix well. Add dry ingredients and pineapple alternately; mix well.

	Bake in cupcake tins, 350 F, 15 to 20 minutes.

	Frosting: Combine all ingredients until smooth.
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Crazy Smoothie Cocktail
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Ingredients


	1 cup quartered seeded mangoes

	1 cup halved stemmed strawberries

	1 banana quartered

	1 cup ice cubes

	1 cup plain yogurt

	1/2 cup pineapple or orange juice

	1/2 cup dark rum

	1/4 cup fresh lime juice

	1/4 cup coconut flakes



Preparation


	Place ice cubes in a blender and crush. Add the fruit, yogurt, juice, rum, and lime juice and process on high speed until frothy and thick.

	Pour into 2 tall glasses and top each with 2 tablespoons of coconut flakes.

	Garnish with strawberry, and wedges of pineapple and/or mango.

	Serve immediately.
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If you liked this series, check out my
Seagrass Sweets series. You can get
the first two books free by joining my

readers’ group, Sandi's Sleuths.

www.SandiScottBooks.com/freebooks
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